GMRSD Study Part IV: Consultant’s Analysis And Recommendations

“The central recommendation of this section of the report is that some version of Scenario Three will be required to produce fiscal, institutional and educational stability. The political and policy obstacles to implementing such a long-term plan are formidable. They will require a much higher level of collaboration between state government, the school district and the member towns. To quote the conclusion of Scenario 3: “A consensus plan for fiscal stability, approved by the school district, the state and the member towns, will be required.’ ” 

“It is often argued that a certain amount of funding is needed to provide high quality education ‘for every child.’ Yet there is little consensus regarding what this level of funding should be. There should, however, be a consensus that an educational system that is constantly destabilized by prolonged budget crises will not be an effective system. Institutional instability not only impacts the education of children but also has profound effects on the entire local community.”

Historical Analysis______________________________

1. 1990s: The Impact of Education Reform
a. Education reform produced a significant increase in the budget of the Gill-Montague Regional School District. The result was a level of per-capita student expenditures equal to or above that of other districts in the state. If one of the goals of education reform was to produce greater funding equity between “wealthy” and “poor” school districts, this goal appears to have been at least partially achieved in this case.

b. However, spending increases associated with education reform helped generate a major fiscal crisis in the district and member towns. The influx of state and local funds encouraged “fixed cost” increases for wages, benefits and special education.
 Spending in these areas continued to rise after the period of state education reform spending had ended. This placed a large residual burden on towns in the district and led to annual conflicts over the school budget.
 These conflicts destabilized the district and undermined local support for public education.

c. Increases in wages, benefits and special education may not have appeared to produce improvements in the quality of education, particularly when the district was cited for low scores on standardized tests (MCAS) were reported in 2006.
 This raises an important policy question about the relationship between spending increases associated with education reform and the key tool (MCAS) used to measure the effectiveness of those spending increases. 

d. Spending increases for these “fixed costs” also raise questions about the “foundation budget” created to implement education reform and currently used to calculate state aid to the district. By the late 1990s, the budget of the Gill-Montague Regional School district was well above the foundation budget and local spending significantly above the “minimum local contribution” set by the state. By the late 1990s the foundation budget does not appear to have accurately reflected the cost of educating students in the district.
 

e.  “Fixed cost” increases for wages, benefits and special education (and later school choice/charter school losses) appear to undermine a central assumption of Chapter 70 formula – that “declining enrollments” should allow the district to level-fund its budget. 

2. The Local Education Fiscal Crisis, 1999-2008
a. During this period, the Gill-Montague Regional School district has been in continual fiscal crisis. This has taken the form of levels of Chapter 70 state school aid significantly below the “fixed cost” increases of local school districts. This dynamic, in turn, has led to unsupportable assessment requests to the member towns, producing divisive budget battles that destabilize district and undermine local support for public education. 

b. Although inadequate state aid was the main cause of the school budget crisis, the data indicates that even with more adequate levels of aid, recent school budget increases would be unaffordable to the member towns. 
 Thus it is reasonable to conclude that spending increases were also a major factor in producing the fiscal crisis. Spending increases were driven, as previously noted, by wage and benefit increases, increases in the cost of special education and, payments for school choice losses and charter schools (which appear as budget line-items).

c. Spending increases for these “fixed costs” explain why recent GMRSD budgets have increased despite enrollment declines and despite staff cuts in response to those enrollment declines.

d. School officials have tended to blame recession-induced cuts for the problems of the district. They have explained recent budget increases as efforts to recover from these cuts. Although losses of state aid in 2003 and 2004 certainly had a major impact on the district, the central dynamics of the fiscal crisis preceded the cuts in state aid. Furthermore, recent budget and assessment increases have mainly sustained fixed cost increases and level services budgets, not returned staffing and programs to previous levels.

e. Prolonged local budget battles have created a “downward spiral” wherein the district loses students to other districts (school choice) and to charter schools. Enrollment losses also negatively impact the level of state aid. Thus enrollment losses both increase budgets and reduce revenues, a key dynamic producing unsupportable local assessment requests.

Scenarios: Road Maps for Fiscal And Educational Stability__

A central assumption of this report is that fiscal stability is necessary to produce educational and institutional stability. Fiscal stability and more realistic local assessment requests are also necessary to increase support for the district in the member towns. The tendency to contrast educational needs with fiscal realities is a false dichotomy.

This report has evaluated three revenue and expenditure scenarios for the next six fiscal years (2009-2014). All three were developed in conjunction with this study’s oversight committee.

1. The first scenario assumes implementation of the initial recommendations of the    school district’s turnaround plan presented in March of 2008. This projection suggests that the improvement plan, as currently envisioned, would require a very large increase in state aid and/or unsupportable assessment requests to the member towns. 

2. The second scenario assumes that the school district budget increase by 4.75%, an average of the inflation factor used by the state to determine Chapter 70 aid. Even with a significant increase in state aid over current levels, such a spending increase would require total local assessments approximately double projected revenues. Without frequent Proposition 2 1/2 property tax over-rides, this level of spending could not be maintained and the current budget dynamic would continue.

3. Only Scenario 3 approaches fiscal stability. It contains a level of state aid (4.75%) that is consistent with the inflation factor and a spending increase (3.3%) consistent with the district’s experience since 2002. However, achieving a version of this scenario would require major changes in state and local policy. State aid would need to increase with the normal inflation rate of local spending. The district would need to reduce cost increases, focusing on the major sources of budget instability. It would need to negotiate much more moderate wage and benefit increases, stabilize or reduce special education spending and end annual increases in school/charter school losses.

4. A more realistic version of Scenario 3 would probably require periodic Proposition 2 ½ overrides for the school district. Current local revenue estimates suggest that the district and towns can not fund basic services under the constraints of the tax cap. However, at the present time it is vital that the member towns stabilize their own financing, reversing structural imbalances created in part by unsupportable school assessment requests.

Recommendations___________________________
A.  State Policy_____________

1. Adequate Chapter 70 Aid

a. A central argument of this report is that increases in state aid must be closely related to the cost increases of local school districts like the GMRSD.  Annual state aid increases well below this level are the most important causes of the fiscal crisis the school district currently finds itself in.

b. The above conclusion raises doubts about an influential plan to target forty percent of state growth revenues to local aid.
 This proposal, advocated by a coalition of legislators, policy experts and municipal leaders, would appear to assume that state education aid should be based on state revenues rather than the costs of local education. One danger is that the effort to implement this goal will simply recreate the dynamic of education reform  – a sudden increase in state aid followed by increases that do not match fixed cost increases.

c. The foundation budget and the level of chapter 70 aid currently assume that the GMRSD budget can be level-funded due to declining enrollments.(See FY09 level of Chapter 70 aid) This assumption is not supported by the data in this report. State officials need to explain to local school districts how they can thrive and implement state educational requirements within the constraints of these state aid assumptions. 

d. The analysis in this report supports the observations of a recent state study which suggests that the foundation budget may not accurately reflect the real costs of local school districts.
 This is particularly true in the areas of teachers’ wages, health care benefits, special education and school choice/charter school payments.

e.  However, recent history suggests that changes in the foundation budget and Chapter 70 “formula” should be approached with great caution. The Gill-Montague Regional School District is experiencing a major crisis now. If the past is prologue, a study of the funding formula, followed by a lengthy legislative debate over proposed changes, may not benefit the district and region.
 Furthermore, the Chapter 70 formula, despite its importance to local communities, is now so complex as to be virtually incomprehensible. Efforts to update the formula run the risk of increasing this complexity.

The most important immediate task is to revisit the assumption that declining enrollments should produce equivalent declines in budgets and Chapter 70 aid. This assumption is simply not supported by the evidence in the study. School spending is far less “elastic” than the state aid formula assumes.

2. Special Education: Put Radical Policy Change on the Agenda

The data in this study suggests that the state “Circuit Breaker program” has helped stem the increase in the district’s most expensive out-of-district special education costs. However, the cost of special education continues to rise, driving unsupportable assessment requests and draining resources from other programs. The reality is, special education can not be funded by the property tax. Public officials need to put a radical policy change on the agenda – the federal and state governments should pay for and administer their special education mandate! 

3. Review School Choice/Charter School Funding and Implementation

a. The state needs to continue to review charter school and school choice policies and their impacts on local budgets. These policies have been designed, in part, to encourage school districts to innovate in order to “compete” for students. However, the budgetary impacts of school choice and charter school losses seriously undermine the ability of local districts to innovate.
 

b. There appears to be no mechanism in place to encourage local districts like the GMRSD to learn from the best practices of charter schools and school choice receiving schools. Recent state evaluations of the school district have made no mention of this problem and appear to ignore state-funded research on effective schools.

B. Local Policy_________________

The data strongly suggests that while major changes in state and federal policy are required, fiscal stability will also require considerable change in local policy as well. In particular, the GMRSD and member towns need to do more to address the causes of unsupportable budget increases.

1. Wage and Benefit Increases Consistent With Revenue Projections

Increases in employee wages and benefits have had a big impact on the budgets of the Gill-Montague Regional School Districts and member towns. The school district and the teachers union recognized this reality when they took the important step of joining the state health plan, the Group Insurance Commission (GIC). However, the data in appendix B suggests that even with lower health care increases from the GIC, the current level of negotiated wages and benefits is not affordable.

 Despite the importance of these labor costs, sound fiscal planning in this area has been minimal. Public discussion (or even discussion in private "executive sessions”)of the issue has been virtually forbidden. It appears that the school committee enters wage negotiations without a consensus view of what the district can afford. Furthermore there is strong sentiment that teachers and other public employees "deserve" wage increases and that these increases (or lack thereof) are a sign of the value placed on their work. 
 Finally, district officials are concerned that stagnant wages will cause the district to lose qualified staff.

While these concerns are certainly valid, they are not necessarily a justification for wage and benefit increases that exceed projected revenues. Wages and benefits that can not be supported will lead to layoffs and service cuts. 

At the minimum both the school district (and member towns in the case of town contracts) should project the aggregate cost of proposed wage and benefit increases in the context of projected revenues for the life of a contract.
 This evaluation should occur before contract negotiations take place and should involve the entire school committee. Currently the committee appears to be delegating all responsibility to the Superintendent and a subcommittee, who enter negotiations with no school committee consensus on what the district can afford.

This consultant also recommends that the school district and the member towns coordinate policies on wages and benefits. Real or perceived inequities between “the schools” and “the towns” complicate both contract negotiations and the budget process. The district has argued that such collaboration may be illegal under collective bargaining law. This issue should be resolved with a written legal opinion.

2. Stabilize Special Education Costs
The historical analysis has shown that the rising cost of special education is a major cause of budget increases in the Gill-Montague regional school district. In recent years the district has effectively worked to reduce the increasing cost of out-of district special education placements but this may have increased in-district costs.
 

This conclusion argues that the central problem is that special education is a state/federal mandate that can not be funded by the property tax. We need to do much more to put this reality on the national agenda. However, this does not mean that local school districts are completely helpless, waiting for radical policy changes at the federal level. There is evidence of significant variation in special education spending at the local level, variation not well correlated with the level of need. 

The recent history of the GMRSD suggests that much emphasis has been placed on serving the most needy students, a human services approach to education. This emphasis, in another form, can be seen in the current district turnaround plan, which focuses almost exclusively on increased spending for “ancillary services” to improve low MCAS scores and to serve students at risk of dropping out. The district needs to re-evaluate its current focus on targeted programs. While such programs will continue to be an important part of the services the district provides, they should not be a central focus of the district’s mission.

3. Reduce School Choice/Charter School/Enrollment Losses

School choice/charter school losses and enrollment declines in general have had a big impact on the fiscal condition of the school district. They increase budgets and reduce state aid. Unfortunately, there is no consensus within the district on what to do about the problem. Some argue that such declines are inevitable and the district should simply downsize with good planning. Others argue that the district should actively improve the quality of education to retain students. In general, there is a tendency to resent those who “choice out” to other districts or attend charter schools. There is a strong sentiment that perhaps these programs should not exist or be entirely funded by the state.

As recommended above, the state needs to revisit funding for the charter school and school choice programs. However, state policy changes are not the only answer. District officials and the school committee need to be more open-minded about why so many students are leaving the district. They need to listen to the concerns of the parents of these students, rather than resenting them. The district should also be more open to the reasons why charter school and school choice receiving schools are popular. The answer may not only be found in the resources of receiving schools (money!) but also in their appealing mission-driven school cultures.  

5. Reduce Enrollment Declines and Improve Education Within Fiscal Constraints With a focus on School Culture and Mission-Driven Schools

A central argument of this conclusion is that the district needs to create mission-driven schools that draw on the best practices of charter schools, school choice receiving schools and the effective school research. This could allow the district to improve and innovate within its current budget constraints. Mission-driven schools could reduce school choice/charter school and enrollment losses.

This consultant believes that to achieve this goal, the district needs to reevaluate its district turnaround plan and the current “Responsive Classroom” model that frames its curriculum.
 The district improvement plan envisions putting significant resources into targeted programs for at risk students. The data in this report suggests that attempting to fund these programs would simply exacerbate the district’s fiscal problems.
  Furthermore, the plan continues the district’s focus on targeted programs for specific needy students rather that improving school cultures as a whole.

It is not clear that the Responsive Classroom model, which has been recently extended to all schools in the district, has been embraced (or well understood) by teachers, parents, or the community at large. As an identity or mission for the district and its schools, this “social curriculum” needs to be better explained and more clearly justified. Neither of the state reports or the district improvement plan explained or discussed the role of the Responsive Classroom model. Neither did the district Turnaround Plan.

6. School Committee Reform
Currently, the GMRSD school committee is an elected body. In theory, the committee should serve a dual function on fiscal matters: 1) advocate for public education within the member towns and 2) represent the interests of the member towns, including financial interests. In practice, most school committee members tend to emphasize the former over the latter. Indeed many school committee members appear to feel it is a “moral imperative” to support current assessment requests, even though they are far beyond the fiscal capacity of the towns.

In the ideal world, the solution would be to elect school committee members more willing to articulate (and vote for) the interests of member towns. Yet the electoral process may not be suited to accomplish this goal. Understandably, those who run for the committee tend to be directly connected to the district (parents, former students, related to staff) and see themselves as advocates for it. 

Many local committees that play crucial policy roles have appointed members. This consultant suggests that the district and member towns seriously consider revising the district agreement so that the committee includes some members appointed by town Selectboards.  The same recommendation would apply to any new super-regional school district.

Other reforms should also be considered, including revisions of the budget process and the process for determining the financial viability of union contracts. 

C.  State-Local Collaboration_______________

1. Central Recommendation of Report

The central recommendation of this section is that some version of Scenario Three will be required to produce fiscal, institutional and educational stability. The political and policy obstacles to implementation of such approach will require a much higher level of collaboration between state government, the school district and the member towns. To quote the conclusion of Scenario Three: “A consensus plan for fiscal stability, approved by the school district, the state and the member towns, will be required.”

2. State Evaluations

Evaluating the progress of dozens of local school districts poses serious challenges for the state. Consultants are hired who, within a few weeks, must evaluate complex local conditions and make recommendations that are fiscally and politically viable. However, it is important for the state, working with local officials, to establish a better framework for such evaluations. There appears to be a tendency to avoid core fiscal and educational issues in favor of narrow, technocratic remedies (school consolidation, hiring a few more professionals in the central office, better use of data etc
). 

In the case of the GMRSD, state evaluations virtually ignored the fiscal problems described in this report. Neither gave any indication of how the district could achieve its goals with the level of Chapter 70 aid the district is currently receiving. Nor did the state reports address the key factors that drive budget increases (wages and benefits, special education, school choice/charter school losses etc). 

Instead, the second report argued that resolving a debate over the organization of the elementary schools (essentially closing a school) would help solve the district’s problems by improving the reputation of the school committee (This was the report’s primary recommendation!!!)
 However, the final school consolidation plan put into effect only alienated a large segment of the community and did not appease critics of the district for its unsupportable annual assessment requests. In short, elementary consolidation, whether necessary or not, was a “lose-lose” proposition that did not address the core fiscal problem dividing the member towns. 

The reports also stressed the need for centralized curriculum coordination and better use of data to evaluate students’ performance on standardized tests.  The emphasis on narrow technocratic and bureaucratic remedies would appear to ignore the factors which make charter schools and school choice receiving schools effective and popular. They ignore state-funded research on the importance of mission-driven school cultures.

3. Regional Consolidation
As of this writing, state and local officials in Franklin County have embarked on an effort to investigate regional cooperation and even consolidation. This consultant strongly supports the effort as a potential model for collaboration between local communities and the state. The local fiscal crisis in education funding described in this report was a major impetus for the regional project. Given the extreme nature of this crisis and the political/fiscal obstacles to resolving it, everything should be “on the table.”

At the same time, there is little evidence, so far, that regionalization will address the central fiscal dynamic described in this study. Indeed the current regional planning effort appears to take these fiscal problems – inadequate state aid, large fixed cost increases, unsustainable local assessments – as a given.
 There is also a tendency for local and state officials, when confronted with the seemingly intractable fiscal problems identified in this study, to throw up their hands and declare “we’ll just have to regionalize.” In this way, the concept of regionalization becomes an exercise in magical thinking.

The regional planning effort needs to more clearly address the root causes of the local fiscal crisis in its discussions and research. The current assumption that simply lowering per-capita student costs through administrative consolidation will address core fiscal problems needs to be investigated, not assumed

Yet regional consolidation and collaboration may produce some unintended benefits. Regionalization may be a way of overcoming the political obstacles to addressing the issues discussed in this study. Perhaps the state will “reward” districts who regionalized and reduced per capita expenditures with more adequate levels of state aid.  A large regional district might also create more effective and stable administration (high turnover in the GMRSD is a serious problem) A regional system might be more effective in bargaining sustainable wage and benefit increases for staff and reducing school choice/charter school losses. Regionalization might also improve the reputations of district administrations and school committees, leading to more local support for public education. 

In the end, the regional effort will need to resolve a key contradiction in the rationale for regionalization. On the one hand, it is argued that regionalization is necessary to reduce costs and address the local funding crisis. On the other hand it is argued that consolidation will free funds for needed programs. These are contradictory goals. This consultant believes that in order for the regional effort to succeed, it must offer something better for communities in the region. That will probably mean redirecting resources and focusing more attention on the best practices of charter schools and school choice receiving schools.
 A regionalization effort that simply combines staff and programs to  reduce per-capita costs by a small amount will simply drive students and parents from the districts. 










�The GMRSD reported per-capita student expenditures for “day programs” in 1994 of $4,343. That year the state average was  $5,235. By 1999, the reported GMRSD per-capita expenditure was $7,075, while the state average was  $6,692 In 2007, the GMRSD reported per-capita student expenditures of approximately $13,300. The state average for that year was $11,869. Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, Per Pupil Expenditure Reports, 1994-2007 at http://finance1.doe.mass.edu/statistics/.





For a discussion of spending equity and the goals of education reform see the Report of Judge Margot Botsford in.Hancock v. Driscoll (2005)  pp. 34-36: http://finance1.doe.mass.edu/chapter70/McDuffy.html.   Responding to evidence that education reform had produced greater equity in spending, Botsford argued that  “the issue here is not spending equity but educational adequacy: whether the plaintiff students are receiving an education in their respective public school districts.”  P. 35 FN 33. In the court’s final decision, however, Chief Justice Marshall used gains in funding equity to find in favor of the state.





� This is not to suggest that education reform was the only cause of budget growth. There would no doubt have been increases in spending for health insurance and special education without the influx of state and local dollars in the 1990s. The availability of new funds, however, initially allowed local school districts to increase budgets without generating a major fiscal crisis. Similarly, at the state-level “Ed Reform” and expansions of health care (Masshealth) were financed by the economic expansion during the decade. The term “fixed costs” is used here to refer to those cost increases which do not reflect increases in staff or  programs. That is, they reflect cost increases required to maintain a “level services” budget. This is not to suggest that these costs are “fixed” in the sense that the school district has no control over them. The term is applied here to special education even though a spending increase may reflect an increase in staff or services. The GMRSD budget itself applies the term “fixed costs” to the benefits portion of its budget.





� See, Jeff Singleton, “Ed Reform Creates a Wrecking Ball For Local Government,” The Montague Reporter (March 15, 22, 2007). Also on http://www.montaguema.net/pages.cfm?gpt=34%g=196&ID=107. 





� This is not to argue that better wages for teachers or better services for students with special needs can not be justified. Rather, it is to suggest that large budget increases, which placed so much pressure on the  member towns, may not have appeared to produce tangible improvements in the quality of education.





�  See Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, Office of Strategic Planning, Research and Evaluation, “Preliminary Report on Current Fiscal Conditions in Massachusetts School Districts” (January, 2008), pp. 3, 9-14.





� The initial budget of the GMRSD for FY 2009 increased by over 900,000. Even if state aid increased to cover half of this amount, the remainder could barely be financed by the total growth revenues of the member towns, leaving nothing for their own budgets. Scenario 2-B assumes that both the school district budget and state aid increase at 4.75%. This is a significant increase in state aid over current levels. Still, this scenario would require local assessments nearly double projected available local revenues.





� The district’s tendency to explain budget increases in terms of efforts to reconstitute programs has, in the view of the author of this report, created much local confusion about the central dynamics of GMRSD budgets. It has also has created the impression that the district has increased staff despite declining enrollments.





� See  Geoff Beckwith “Revenue Sharing A Goal For Lagging State Economy” The Beacon ( September, 2007).


 


� DESE, “Preliminary Report on Current Fiscal Conditions in Massachusetts School Districts” (January, 2008).





� During the crisis produced by the state aid cuts of 2003/2004, changes in “the formula” were frequently put forward as the solution to the district’s fiscal problems. However, when the new formula was finally implemented, it appeared to penalize school districts in Franklin County with declining enrollments.





� There have been a number of proposals to ameliorate the impacts of school choice and charter school losses. The Gill-Montague School District Turnaround plan suggests a moratorium on school choice for underperforming districts.  A plan promoted by members of the Amherst school committee would reimburse charter schools at the same level as school choice receiving schools. 





� It is rather striking, for example, that the most recent state evaluation of the district made no use of recent state-funded research on effective schools produced by the nearby University of Massachusetts Donahue Institute. To further heighten the irony, the project was managed by a parent of a student in the GMRSD!. See University of Massachusetts, Donahue Institute, “Gaining Traction: Urban Educators Perspectives on the Critical Factors Influencing Student Achievement in High and Low Performing Public Schools.” (April, 2007). The findings of this report would seem to contrast rather sharply with the factors used in state evaluations of the district, which focus on overall district management. It is not at all clear how these management variables either improve student performance or stabilize the district financially.  See, for example, Massachusetts Office of Quality and Accountability, “How is Your District Performing? (Gill-Montague Regional School District, 2002-2005), p. 7.





�  The view that wage levels reflect the value society places on work is not, of course, limited to public education. However, discussions of teachers’ wages (and school budgets in general) often quickly degenerate into moralistic arguments. Defenders of current union contracts often suggest that questions about their fiscal impact reflect a lack of “appreciation” of the teaching profession. 





� This calculation should include not only the cost of a projected wage benefit increase for union employees but also for non-union employees (See the rough calculation in table 9) The projection should include these aggregate costs and projected revenues for the life of the contract period.





� The current tendency to rely on poorly supported unwritten legal opinions to influence policy should be eliminated.





� Dealing with these cost increases is difficult in part because special education is an awkward and divisive issue. District officials tend to explain rising expenditures as a to response the “population” the district serves, the increasing needs of students, and the fact that special education is virtually a legal entitlement over which the district has limited control. Many taxpayers, particularly those who experienced education before the special needs era, complain of the proliferation of support staff (“aides”) to assist students with behavioral problems. On the other hand many taxpayers, including those who voice these complaints, have relatives who receive special education services. These perspectives are frequently raised during budget debates.


� For the district improvement, or Turnaround, Plan, see appendix of the main report and http://www.gmrsd.org/index.html. For the responsive classroom model, including its guiding principles and practices, see http://www.responsiveclassroom.org/about/aboutrc.html . 





� The Turnaround Plan is also based on the assumption that the budget cuts of 2003 and 2004 are a central cause of the problems which produced the negative state evaluations ad that “restoring” services should be a key goal of the district.  This conclusion argues that while the cuts of these years had a significant fiscal, educational and psychological impact on the district, its core fiscal and education problems preceded the cuts in state aid. It is also not clear that the proposed turnaround plan fact restores services or in fact adds new ones ( e.g. central curriculum coordination, math tutors, dropout prevention specialists).


� The argument, here, is not that these recommendations are wrong in all cases but that they tend to be overemphasized. This seems to result, in part, from excessive emphasis on improvement in standardized test scores. This leads to a focus on management variables, better use of data etc.





� It is not at all clear as of this writing that the decision to close a school (Montague Center School) has  had an impact on the district’s fiscal problems. The emphasis on this issue by the state and some local officials is consistent with the view that consolidation addresses core budget problems. As stated below, there is as yet little concrete evidence to support this view.





�. University of Massachusetts, Donahue Institute, “Gaining Traction: Urban Educators Perspectives on the Critical Factors Influencing Student Achievement in High and Low Performing Public Schools.” (April, 2007).





� See for example, Greenfield Community College Foundation “Creating A Sustainable and Quality Education System For Franklin County: Request For Proposal” (June 22, 2007), pp. 1-2; “How Can We Make Schools Work,” The Greenfield Recorder (June 23, 2007).


� This analysis is consistent with the initial report of the regional study group, which emphasized the need for small, mission-driven schools. 
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