
Rural School Consolidation:  Be Cautious and Go Slow 
 
School consolidation is difficult for all school communities.  But in rural America, it’s an especially 
painful process, marking in the minds and hearts of residents the continuing decline of rural life. 
 
School consolidation in rural America is nothing new.  The first major “wave” of school centraliza-
tion began in the late 1920s when school busing  began the slow demise of the beloved one-room 
school house.  Depression-era public works projects including the WPA and the PWA continued 
this “first wave” of centralization through the 1930s.   A second wave of rural school consolidation 
occurred in the years following World War II.  It was fueled technologically by the school bus,              
demographically by an accelerating birth rate and major growth in high school enrollment, and 
ideologically, by the recognition that broader and richer course offerings were necessary,                     
especially in the secondary grades. 
 
Today’s school consolidation movement threatens many of the centralized schools created by 
those first two waves of consolidation -- schools which were typically built in the centers of rural 
towns, and for decades now, have symbolized the vitality of those communities.  The threat of 
their closure strikes at the very heart of the communities.  It’s painful, in thousands of small towns 
and hamlets, for residents to daily see abandoned churches, closed grocery stores and post offices, 
and empty storefronts.  The threat of their school closing too, is heart wrenching.  It’s no wonder 
that the issue splits so many communities into warring factions. 
 
 
Today’s “push” for additional rural school consolidation may make sense for economic reasons, 
and for the same reasons justifying earlier waves of consolidation. But recognizing the special    
significance of these schools to their communities , state political and educational leaders should 
move cautiously and try to “cool” their enthusiasm for consolidation.   Efforts should be made to 
find solutions short of actually closing these proud old schools.  Many forms of “functional”                 
consolidation are possible -- centralizing business offices, sharing transportation, buildings and 
grounds crews, and food services -- solutions providing cash-strapped school districts with money
-saving economies of scale.   And even tiny schools can offer rich and broad curricula through 
computer-assisted instruction.  Another solution may be to reconstitute schools into k-8 schools 
and banding together with neighboring rural districts to send older students to regional high 
schools.  This would keep rural schools alive, preserving their decades-long roles as the hubs of 
small towns 
 
It’s likely that unforgiving realities will force the closings of many rural schools in coming years.  
But wise state and community leaders should first explore every way possible to keep them open. 
 

 * * * * 
Ken Hilton is the retired Superintendent of the Sullivan West Central School District which was               
created in 1999 by the merging of three rural school districts. 

This guest column is a companion article to the “Empty Classroom Syndrome”.  It was written by retired 

school superintendent Dr. Kenneth Hilton at out invitation  on the topic of declining enrollments, closing 

schools and seeking solutions to these challenges.  
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