School Closings:
Lessons for

District Leaders
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The process matters as much as the decision

The planning process can...
e Exacerbate public distrust of the district
e Create “winners and losers” dynamics that...
o Accentuate feelings of loss, hurt, grief, and anger for
students, families, and teachers in closed schools
o Lead to distrust, condescension, and conflict between
members of closed school communities and their new
“welcoming” school
o Affect communities and students even before a school closed
o The largest negative impact of Chicago’s 2013 school
closures was on the test scores of students from closed

schools the year of the announcement—before closures

took effect

Students have long-term negative effects
when their school closes

o Test scores: Math test scores dropped the year of the
announcement, and remained low for the four post-closure
years in our study

o Reading scores had smaller, short-term drops
* High school graduation, college attendance, and lifetime

earnings for students from closed schools: Other research has

found negative effects on these student outcomes (Kim, 2024;

Larsen, 2014; Kdéczdn, 2024)

* GPA, attendance, suspensions, and mobility: Chicago studies

found minuscule or no effects on these student outcomes

Evidence on the financial savings from
closures is very limited

The limited research and reporting available find that

districts often struggle to sell buildings, and labor costs are

only marginally decreased

UCHICAGOConsortium

Findings from mixed-methods research studies
by the UChicago Consortium on School
Research, alongside other relevant studies, offer

important lessons and considerations for K-12
leaders considering closures in their district.

In 2013, Chicago Public Schools closed 47
elementary schools—the largest round of school
closures to date in the country.

Evidence shows that to minimize negative
experiences and outcomes, districts need to
plan meticulously, communicate frequently and
transparently, and keep the experiences of
students, families, and school staff at the center
of the process.

School closures also affect students in
designated “welcoming” schools

These students had...

* Grief for disruptions in their school community, culture,
and physical space; their families and school staff shared
this grief

» Lower test scores after school closures, which may not be
surprising given the disruption involved in the merging of
communities

» Lower attendance in the first merger year, with
improvement in later years

* Little change in other outcomes

Research on how school closures affect
which teachers remain in the district, and
which leave, is mixed

* One study found highly-experienced teachers, teachers
with highest- and lowest-value ratings, and Black teachers
most likely to exit the district, or teaching altogether

 Another study found teachers with less experience, lower
evaluation ratings, and less advanced certification were

most likely to exit
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https://consortium.uchicago.edu/publications/school-closings-chicago-staff-and-student-experiences-and-academic-outcomes
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/the-harm-of-school-closures-can-last-a-lifetime-new-research-shows/2024/06
https://www2.tulane.edu/~mflarsen/uploads/2/2/5/4/22549316/mflarsen_schoolclosings.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0305750X23003327
https://ideas.repec.org/a/tpr/edfpol/v16y2021i4p584-608.html
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.3102/0162373720922218
https://edsource.org/2024/closing-schools-how-much-money-does-it-save-and-is-it-worth-it/706903
https://graphics.suntimes.com/education/2023/chicagos-50-closed-schools/buildings/
https://gettingdowntofacts.com/reports/fiscal-consequences-school-closures-california-evidence-statewide-synthetic-difference

Jj]:[ DISTRICT CONSIDERATIONS

Students, alumni, families, teachers, and community members seek clear and transparent community
engagement, including: clarity around what decisions are being considered, what benefits are sought, a
clear understanding of what costs will result—and how issues of power and equity are being considered.

Students, families, and staff who experienced closures in Chicago also noted key needs and requests:

Students and families in closed and Staff from closed and “welcoming” schools
“welcoming” schools wanted... wanted...
 Logistical & personal support: * Operations: Detailed, thoughtful district-led logistics
o Finding new schools that meet the needs of children with management for everything from personally-purchased
disabilities belongings to school supplies and furniture
o Balancing the needs of multiple children when seeking ¢ Building readiness: Clean, painted school buildings ready
new schools for returning and new staff and students
o As they navigated both transition logistics and grief for the o Communication: Frequent, direct, and empathetic
loss of their established community, e.g. support from communication from the district, and from welcoming
social workers and counselors school leadership
o As they navigated a new school after enrolling, and over ¢ Training on how to merge school communities, supporting
time, e.g. support from all adults in a school building staff, students, and families
o Better facilities, from grassy play areas and more physical » Emotional support for students and adults navigating
space within schools, to sufficient warm water and toilet paper transition and grief

* Funding to support students, staff, and facilities in
welcoming schools, beyond the first year or two of transition
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* Gordon, M.F., dela Torre, M., Cowhy, J.R., Moore, P.T., Sartain, L.S., & Knight, D. (2018). School closings in Chicago:
Staff and student experiences and academic outcomes. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Consortium on School

Research.

¢ dela Torre, M., Gordon, M.F., Moore, P., Cowhy, J.R., Jagesi¢, S., & Huynh, M. H. (2015). School Closings in Chicago
Understanding Families' Choices and Constraints for New School Enrollment. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago
Consortium on School Research.

e Cowhy,]J.R., Gordon, M.F., & de la Torre, M. (2023). Forced to choose: Lessons learned from families of students within
special education. Educational Policy, 38(6), 1282-1311.

=0 RELEVANT REPORTING ON 2013 AND 2026 CHICAGO SCHOOL CLOSURES
e WBEZ & Chicago Sun-Times (2023; Karp, Issa, FitzPatrick, Loury): Chicago closed 50 public schools
10 years ago. Did the city keep its promises?

 Chalkbeat Chicago (2023; Vevea): Chicago closed 50 schools 10 years ago. What’s happened since
then?

o WBEZ (2026; Karp): Former Aspira students try to adapt after troubled charter operator closes LEARN MORE
schools midyear. How one Chicago high school welcomed students and families affected by a mid-year closure.
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