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Issue Summary

Connecticut’s student population has declined nearly seven percent in the past 10 years, and the rate
of this decline is faster than initially projected.!2 Currently, Connecticut has a relatively large number of
school districts for its geographic size and student population, including 84 local and regional school
districts serving fewer than 2,000 students.?3 Research indicates very small schools and districts may not
be able to provide comprehensive educational programs to students, including extracurricular activities
and Advanced Placement courses. In addition, research also suggests that economic efficiency is
expected when small school districts consolidate, and in peer states the optimal school district size for
these efficiencies is approximately 1,500-3,000 students.

Q: What is district consolidation?

A: District consolidation is the combination of two or more previously independent school districts into
one new and larger school district, resulting in a single district oversight board and administration. This is
different from school consolidation, which is the merging of two or more schools, resulting in the closure
of at least one school.

Q: What is the fiscal impact of school district consolidation?

A: Academic research on the fiscal impacts of school district consolidations shows economies of scale
are likely to occur when smaller districts combine fo form a single, larger school district.4 Although there
is a lack of agreement in academia on the methodologies for determining the most efficient school
district size, there is substantial evidence — across research methodologies — that cost efficiency is
expected to increase when smaller school districts consolidate.

Examples from Connecticut and Comparison States
Connecticuts
e Confrolling for District Reference Groups (DRGs), an analysis published in 2010 found the ideal
district size for output efficiency in Connecticut was 2,789 students and the ideal district size for
input efficiency was 2,782.
e Outputs were defined as differences in performance, relative to average performance, in SAT
and Connecticut Mastery Test scores, and district size.
e Inputs were defined as teachers, administrators, and computers per 100 students.

Massachusettsé
e Analysis of efficiency of Massachusetts’ school districts indicates the optimal school district size
for cost efficiency in Massachusetts is somewhere near 3,000 students.
e Results of analysis showed “almost all of the school districts in Massachusetts would be able to
save if they merged with one or more of their neighboring school districts.”
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e Analysis showed the highest rate of cost savings (24.8 percent) occurring for districts with
enrollments between 100 and 3,000 students, and a sharp decrease in the rate of savings
occurring for districts with enrollments between 3,000 and 5,000 students.

New York?

e Analysis published in 2007 found that, in New York, consolidating districts from 300 students to 600
students would yield cost savings of 56.04 percent; from 900 students to 1,800 students would
yield cost savings of 48.6 percent; and from 1,500 students to 3,000 students would yield savings
of 45.07 percent.

e Analysis also revealed that consolidation leads to increased capital spending, which can lead
fo some mitigatfion of cost savings.

Q: What is the impact of school district consolidation on student outcomes?

A: There is no conclusive evidence that school district consolidation positively or negatively impacts
students’ academic performance. However, arguments can be made that access to educational
opportunities such as Advance Placement courses, elective courses, and athletics is improved by
consolidating very small school districts. In studies where student performance was shown to be
negatively correlated with school district size, other variables, such as student income and student-
teacher ratios, have much stronger effects on student achievement than the size of school districts.

Examples from Connecticut and Comparison States
Connecticuts
e An analysis published in 2010 comparing, within DRGs, academic performance in regional high
schools fo community high schools in Connecticut, found students in regional high schools
outperformed their community high school counterparts within the same DRG in 15 of 16 pairs,
using SAT | outcomes as the performance metric.

Vermont?

e A 2015report focused on the State of Vermont's public schools found there is a positive
correlation between school size and the number of Advanced Placement classes offered, and
argued educational program breadth and depth may be compromised in Vermont's very small
high schools, as “data appear similar for athletics opportunities.”

Maine!0

e A qualitative study released in 2013 on the impacts of Maine’s school district consolidation,
which occurred after statewide legislation passed in 2007, focused on the equity of educational
opportunities in 24 newly-formed regional school districts.

e Of the districts surveyed, 22 reported changes to some aspect of the delivery or content of their
programs of education, which included "“expanded technology; increased gifted and talented
programs; expanded prekindergarten or kindergarten programming; alignment of special
education services; perceived improvements in education programming in certain subject
areas; and improved professional development for feachers.”

e However, these expanded services did not occur with uniformity, and “about a third of the
districts. . . described only modest changes.”

e Inferms of equity, as defined by a redistribution of resources among partnering districts, two
thirds of responding districts noted “improved or increased equity of educational opportunity in
some aspect of their programming,” although these changes also varied in breadth and scope.
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