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THE CHALLENGE
St. Louis Public Schools (SLPS) faces a serious 
challenge: over several decades, enrollment has 
dropped, losing some 90,000 students since the 
early 1970s. Currently, SLPS is using only 56% of the 
room available in its 68 buildings.1 Citing the higher 
cost of educating students and lower quality of 
services possible in schools with lower enrollment, 
SLPS has begun closing schools, with additional 
closures planned for the upcoming school year. 

Research on the impact of school closures suggests 
that closures present a significant risk to students 
and communities: when students are forced to move 
schools after a closure, their academic achievement, 
graduation rates and college enrollment are all 
impacted. Research also suggests that school 
closures tend to disproportionately occur in low-
income communities of color.2 St. Louis serves a 
high number of students of color and students from 
low-income families, who are already more likely to 
experience educational inequity.
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THE RESEARCH: SCHOOL CLOSURE 
AND RECONFIGURATION 
As widespread school closures –whether because of 
strain on budgets, aging school buildings, declining 
enrollment, or persistent failure to provide education 
opportunity—have taken place in districts around the 
country in recent decades, there is a significant body of 
research available to understand how closures impact 
students. Results, overall, are mixed: in some cases, 
closures have a negative impact on students academic 
performance; in others, they have an immediate 
negative impact that goes away over time; in still other 
cases, closures have had a positive impact on students 
academic outcomes. 

In some districts, closures have resulted in significant 
declines in student success (as measured by academic 
achievement, graduation, college-going, absences and 
suspensions). In Milwaukee, students had persistently 
lower grades, temporarily lower attendance and lower 
likelihood of graduating from high school and attending 
college after their schools closed.3 Similar effects were 
observed in Philadelphia.4 Following the closure of 
six high schools in New York City, students who were 
moved from closing schools were less likely to earn the 
state’s more rigorous diploma when they graduated.5 

After school closures in Washington, D.C., the negative 
impacts of moving from a closing school disappeared 
for students in as little as one year.6 And while math 
scores for Chicago students impacted by closures 
remained lower over the long term, lowered reading 
achievement appeared to be temporary.7 

In still other cases, closures have had positive 
impacts on student success. Following widespread 
closures in Ohio, New Orleans and Newark student 
achievement increased significantly.8 Of note, the quality 
of the school where students are received matters 
tremendously. When students move to schools with 
better academic outcomes, their achievement tends to 
improve.9 However, if students move to schools with 
similar or worse outcomes compared to their closing 
school, their achievement tends to worsen.10 Notably, 
this overall effect was more complicated for students 
following closures in Milwaukee: while academic 

achievement improved for students who transferred to 
schools with better academic outcomes, these students 
were still less likely to attend college.11 

While more research is needed to understand the 
heightened impact that school closures may have 
on high school students, researchers suggest high 
school students may be at a greater disadvantage 
when their schools close because they have less time 
to bounce back before graduation.12 When the New 
York City Department of Education closed 29 high 
schools between 2002 and 2008, the Department took 
a ‘phaseout’ approach, opting to close schools by no 
longer admitting new classes of 9th grade students, 
reducing the size of the school by one grade level each 
year. Researchers could not identify an overall impact, 
either positive or negative, on student learning for 
those who stayed during the phaseout. But students 
enrolled in closing schools during the phaseout period 
had better attendance and were more likely to graduate 
than students at that same school before the phaseout 
began. Researchers also followed the students who 
otherwise would have attended these closing schools 
and found significant positive impact: these students 
went on to attend higher-performing schools and 
graduated high school at significantly higher rates.13 

The impact of closures also goes beyond student 
achievement and may not be easily measured. As 
sociologists have documented, communities experience 
palpable grief and mourning after the closure of a 
school.14 In one study, 40 percent of students reported 
a sense of loss around their relationships with students 
and teachers, and damage to their friendships.15 

When space in individual school buildings is 
underutilized, districts may consider co-locating 
schools. This is a common strategy that can reduce 
building costs, keep school communities together, and 
provide the benefits of a small school (such as more 
personal relationships and attention). In New York City, 
co-location of schools has become common, and 
has had positive impacts on graduation.16 Research 
also suggests that co-location can impact the quality 
of individual schools within the building: when low-
performing traditional schools are paired with high-
performing charter schools, traditional schools tend to 
improve academically.17
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BEST PRACTICES:
CONSIDER ALL OPTIONS

When facing under-enrollment, budget shortfalls and/
or school buildings , districts should consider a range 
of options, including: 

 ☑  Co-location: housing multiple school communities 
in one building to save on facilities costs and share 
resources. Sometimes done strategically to pair 
high and low performing schools. 

 ☑  Relocation: moving schools out of aging buildings 
and into other facilities in better repair or that cost 
less to renovate.

 ☑  Community Use: housing both schools and other 
public services in school buildings to ensure that 
space is fully utilized, there is sufficient revenue 
to maintain the building, and that students and 
community members can benefit from expanded 
local services.

 ☑  Closure and Consolidation: closing schools and 
relocating students to other existing schools. 

PUT STUDENTS FIRST 

 ☑  When schools close, districts should prioritize 
ensuring that students from closing schools 
are moved to schools with higher academic 
achievement18. 

 ☑  Be proactive: ensure that schools with falling 
enrollment receive support and additional 
resources to ensure their enrollment improves.

 ☑  Consider the burden on individual students and 
families if the student commutes lengthen. 

PRIORITIZE RELATIONSHIPS AND SHARE POWER  

 ☑  Districts must build relationships and share power 
with those impacted by closures. 

 ☑  School boards can solidify this power-sharing 
into policy by creating formal roles for community 
members impacted by potential closures. These 
could include a district-wide community council, or 
individual school councils.  

 ☑  Districts can consider re-allocating staff time 
or hiring a position/positions dedicated to 
community engagement in the closure and 
reconfiguration process. Districts should prioritize 
applicants with strong community relationships in 
hiring for this role. 

PUT EQUITY AT THE CENTER

 ☑  Conduct an equity impact analysis as part of all 
decisions around closure and reconfiguration, 
and include community members in this process. 
Weigh equity heavily in decisions about school 
closure and reconfiguration.  

 ☑  Consider impact beyond traditional academic 
measures: weigh the impact of a school closure on 
community relationships and morale, the impact on 
the surrounding neighborhood, and the legacy of 
history. 

 ☑  Publicly and regularly acknowledge the legacy 
of racism in creating the conditions that lead to 
school closure. 
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INCLUDE COMMUNITY MEMBERS IN THE 
PROCESS. WEIGH EQUITY HEAVILY IN 
DECISIONS ABOUT SCHOOL CLOSURE 

AND RECONFIGURATION.

URGENT QUESTIONS:
The closure process is moving quickly, and community 
members need answers urgently. First, they need to 
know that SLPS is putting the needs of students first 
throughout this process. Second, they need to know 
how the district plans to engage and share decision-
making power with the people most impacted by 
closures (including students, families, educators and the 
surrounding community). 

PUTTING STUDENTS FIRST: 

 Ç  When closures occur, how will the District work 
to ensure that students impacted by closure and 
reconfiguration move to schools that provide 
improved academic opportunities and resources?

 Ç  If SLPS students experience temporary dips in 
academic achievement (as is common after school 
closures), how will their schools ensure that these 
students are not put at a permanent disadvantage? 

 Ç  When closures occur, what is the District’s plan 
to manage student transitions, ensuring that 1) 
students feel confident and welcomed to their 
new schools, and 2) minimize anxiety, stress and 
confusion associated with the transition? 

 Ç  When closures occur, what resources will the 
District provide to respond to student and 
community trauma? 

COMMUNICATION AND SHARING POWER WITH 
THE COMMUNITY: 

 Ç  How will the District collaborate with the 
community to ensure that decisions about closing 
or reconfiguring schools are conducted using an 
equity impact analysis? 

 Ç  When closures or reconfigurations occur, how will 
the District plan regular, detailed and supportive 
communication with the people most impacted 
(including students, families, educators and the 
surrounding community)? 

LONG TERM QUESTIONS:
 Ç  In the short term, much remains to be decided. 

Looking to the future, SLPS and the City of St. 
Louis will be faced with more difficult decisions, 
and should be prepared to answer the following 
questions: 

 Ç  How can the District collaborate with other city 
agencies to proactively solve problems that cause 
or impact under-enrollment?

 Ç  When closures occur, what is the District’s plan to 
retain effective educators from closing schools? 

 Ç  How can St. Louis City agencies collaborate 
to ensure that school building space is quickly 
repurposed after l closure? How will they engage 
community members in repurposing buildings? 

 Ç  When closures occur, how will the City of St. Louis 
help reduce negative impact on the surrounding 
community? 

 Ç  In the years following closures, how will the District 
determine if closures were successful in meeting 
academic and fiscal goals? 

LOOKING FORWARD 
Hard choices cannot be managed effectively without 
the people most impacted by them. School closures 
are fraught with hard decisions, and have historically 
risked inflicting trauma on and worsening relationships 
with low-income communities of color. Even as SLPS 
faces a tremendous challenge, there is an opportunity 
to reduce that risk by listening to and sharing power 
with communities impacted by potential closures or 
reconfigurations. 
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