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Executive Summary 
 
At the request of the Valdosta-Lowndes Chamber of Commerce, the Carl Vinson Institute 
of Government and the Fanning Institute undertook a study of the potential economic 
development advantages and disadvantages of two options for organizing the governance 
of schools in the Valdosta-Lowndes community districts.  The options examined were: 1) 
a community where public education is governed by single unified school district and  2) 
a community where public education is governed by two or more school districts.    
 
The study involved assessing these options along a number of dimensions.   The 
following outlines the key findings and presents a summary assessment of whether the 
advantage on a particular dimension appears to lie with a consolidated or a non-
consolidated system.    
 
The Summary Findings is organized into two tables: Table 1: findings from a review of 
the literature and analyses of records and academic studies; and  Table 2) findings from a 
survey of business site location consultants, comparison community business leaders, and 
business and education leaders in communities that have undergone a recent 
consolidation of their local school systems.    
 
The findings are summarized from the perspective of whether a consolidated school 
system on the dimension in question would appear to represent a net advantage (+) or 
disadvantage (-) in comparison to a non-consolidated system.  
 
In Table 1 the summary finding of an advantage or disadvantage is identified as existing 
under two possible scenarios:  Scenario A:  the consolidation does not result in any 
changes in the enrollment zones or school attendance systems (and therefore does not 
result in any changes in the composition of the student body in terms of race and class) ; 
and Scenario B: the consolidation results in changes in school enrollment zones or school 
attendance systems such that the composition of the student body at individual schools 
becomes more diverse with regard to race and class. 
 
Finally, a particular dimension may be assessed as an advantage in a general or typical 
case of consolidation, but may not have been found to be an advantage in the case of 
Valdosta-Lowndes.  In these cases, we have marked the dimension as not demonstrating 
an advantage.   Dimensions where neither a consolidated system nor a non-consolidated 
system appear to have an advantage are marked with a question mark (?).  For some 
dimensions, the data may be ambiguous but has a tendency in one direction: these cases 
are marked as either +? or -?.   
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Table 1: Assessment of Advantages/Disadvantages of Consolidation for Dimensions 

Identified in the Literature Review and Data Analysis 

Dimension Scenario

A

Scenario

B

Historical perceptions of business and educational leaders + + 

Ability to work effectively with foundation funders  (e.g., Gates 
Foundation’s support of small schools has gone to larger school 
districts) 

+ + 

Ability to build a unified community identity and vision for 
educational change 

+ + 

Ability to assure equal property tax funding for all students in 
the community and equal sharing of the property tax burden in 
support of the education of youth in the community 

+ + 

Ability to provide for rational facilities planning and facility 
locations within the community 

+ + 

Ability to address issues of racial and class segregation in the 
community and to reduce the distortions and hindrances to 
economic development that this causes 

? + 

Ability to improve the school performance and graduation rates 
of minority students 

? + 

Ability to minimize the cost of administrative functions through 
reduction in duplicative systems (accounting, personnel, 
information technology) and positions (e.g., directors of 
administrative units). 

+ + 

Ability to support more specialized educational programs and 
services 

+ + 

Likelihood of decreased operational costs due to improved 
economies of scale  

? ? 

Likelihood of improved student performance  +? +? 

Likelihood of increased housing values among disadvantaged 
homeowners1

+? +? 

Likelihood of increased earnings for African-American 
graduates2  

? + 

Likelihood of increased earnings for the average household3 ? + 

                                                 
1 The potential for a consolidated school district to provide for more equalization of schools in terms of 
performance should work to reduce the discount that disadvantaged homeowners experience as a result of 
their housing choices being limited to areas with relatively poorer performing schools. 
2 The increase in annual earnings of African-American households in the community beginning 10-years 
from a consolidation is estimated at approximately $14 million annually at the point of full-impact (i.e., 
approximately 20 years after the point of initial impact).     
3 The increased earnings estimated for African-American households will, through the working of 
economic multipliers, act to benefit most households in the community. 
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Likelihood of improved funding through the state’s QBE 
funding formula.4

- - 

Likelihood of lowered personnel costs due to equalization of 
local salary supplement (short-run)  

- - 

Likelihood of lowered personnel costs due to equalization of 
local salary supplement (long-run)5

+ + 

Likelihood of improved financial assistance from the State for 
facilities planning and development 

+ + 

Likelihood of community satisfaction with consolidation + + 

 
 
This report summarizes the findings of three sets of interviews: 1) interviews with 
business site location consultants; 2) interviews with leaders in communities that have 
experienced a consolidation in the last 20 years; and 3) business leaders in peer 
communities to Valdosta-Lowndes.  
 
All of the interview respondents were asked to compare two hypothetical school districts 
(see Community A and B below) and to identify which community—all else being 
equal—would have an advantage with regard to some dimension of school and 
community development.   

 
Community A Community B 

 Multiple school systems 

 Multiple superintendents 

 Multiple finance, personnel, 
facilities, and transportation service 
units (i.e., each school system will 
have  one set of these units) 

 Multiple school boards 

 Multiple  sets of policies, 
procedures, and programs 

 Some school systems made up 
almost entirely of minority students, 
while others are almost entirely 
white. 

 Some school systems will have high 
performance levels and others low 
performance levels. 

 

 One unified school system 

 One superintendent 

 One set of finance, personnel, 
facilities, and transportation service 
units in the school system 

 One school board 

 One  sets of policies, procedures, 
and programs 

 An integrated student body that 
reflects the demographics of the 
community. 

 There is one performance level for 
the entire school system.  

 

                                                 
4 The consolidated system would likely receive less funding for district administrative positions, and 
depending on the millage rate for the consolidated system, it may also receive less funding from the 
equalization grant.  
5 While a consolidation will typically result in higher costs for local salary supplements  due to  the lower 
paying schools system’s supplement being brought up to the higher paying school system’s supplement, in 
the long run the equalization of the supplements should result in elimination of  competition—the force that 
drives supplements higher---between the school systems.  
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Table 2: Findings from A Survey Of Business Site Location Consultants, 

Comparison Community Business Leaders, And Business And Education Leaders 

In Communities That Have Undergone A Recent Consolidation Of Their Local 

School Systems.

Overall Averages 
N=35

Dimension Preferred A Preferred 
B

No
difference 

Other (N/A, Not 
Sure, Depends) 

Businesses forming school-
business partnerships 14.3 68.6 17.1 0.0

Businesses being able to 
influence school curricula and 
policy 

11.4 80.0 8.6 0.0

Businesses having capacity to 
manage the scheduling of 
employees who are parents of 
school-age children  5.7 74.3 20.0 0.0

Business employees ability to 
comprehend, influence, and 
participate in school system 
policies, procedures, and 
programs 25.7 42.9 31.4 0.0

The community’s ability to 
address community needs that 
are related to school 
operations 17.1 71.4 8.6 2.9

The community’s ability to 
manage issues of diversity 
and human relations 14.3 62.9 20.0 2.9

The community’s ability to 
limit distortions in the 
housing market 11.4 54.3 34.3 0.0

Educational leaders’ ability to 
streamline the business 
operations (e.g., finance, 
personnel, transportation, 
etc.) of the school systems 

11.4 85.7 0.0 2.9

The community’s ability to 
have lower school property 
taxes (all else being equal)  14.3 65.7 17.1 2.9
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The community’s ability to 
maintain an image of 
educational quality 14.3 71.4 11.4 2.9

The community’s ability to 
cultivate the skilled 
workforce of the future  20.0 60.0 17.1 2.9

The community’s ability to 
avoid divisions based on 
social, racial and economic 
characteristics 17.1 71.4 11.4 0.0

The community’s ability to 
provide a wide array of 
school programs and services 28.6 60.0 11.4 0.0

The community’s ability to 
conduct a comprehensive 
educational improvement 
effort   5.7 80.0 5.7 8.6

Overall preference for school 
system organization 14.3 60.0 14.3 11.4

 
 
 
While the general tendency of the responses of all respondents indicated a strong 
preference for a unified school system, the preference for such a consolidated school 
system was even stronger among business site location consultants.  On the “bottom 

line” question of overall preference for the unified versus multiple school districts, 

only 5.9% of the business site location consultants preferred the multiple school 

district organizational form of governance.   Similarly, among the sub-set of 

responses by community leaders in communities that had experienced a school 

consolidation, only one respondent in this group preferred the multiple school 

district organizational form of governance.  
 
 
Qualifications, Conclusions, and Next Steps 

 
 
The studies and data reviewed for this report are diverse in their findings and as the 
reader of the full report will come to realize rarely as definitive as policy makers might 
desire.  This is not unusual in an area of public policy as complex as the field of 
educational governance, particularly as this relates to other intertwined and equally 
complex issues such as school performance, racial and class segregation, and economic 
development.  The literature in each of these areas is rich, but also rich with 
qualifications and nuances.  Moreover, studies that were undertaken in a different era 
may not be as relevant today as they once were.   In developing the summary tables 
presented above we employed a “preponderance of the evidence standard” as well as our 
professional judgment.  Nevertheless, we recognize that our judgment in this regard may 
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not be accepted by all who are called upon to weigh the evidence.   For example, in 
assessing the likelihood that a Valdosta-Lowndes consolidated school district community 
is more likely to attract new businesses than the current dual district community, we 
report the results of a survey of business site location consultants that has a “limited” 
number of respondents.   However, while the number of respondents is limited we believe 
that it represents a “pretty good” basis for assessing the issue in that we used several 
sources to identify consultants working in Georgia area and we attempted to contact each 
of these identified consultants a number of times.  Hence, while the sample size is not 
large, we believe that it represents a significant proportion of the consultants who are 
positioned to impact Valdosta-Lowndes’ economic development and who are willing to 
express an opinion on the matter.     
 
The issue that this study addresses—whether to make a change in the governance of the 
public schools in the Valdosta- Lowndes community—is one that by its nature holds out 
the promise of great results.   Unfortunately, many of these results are contingent on the 
leadership of the new school system that the community would choose were the current 
school systems consolidated.   There is no magic to consolidation itself; rather it 
represents an opportunity to create a new vision and to choose to take advantage of the 
“potential” advantages that consolidation opens the door for.   Only the community can 
choose to take the steps needed to go through that door and to enact the programs and 
policies that can change the “likelihood” of a particular benefit into a real one.   This is 
particularly the case with respect to addressing issues of educational quality and results 
for all youth of the community.   While the focus of this study has been on educational 
governance, in the course of the study it became apparent to the authors and the advisory 
committee that educational governance is linked to larger issues of student performance, 
youth development, the vitality of neighborhoods, and the relative ability of 
disadvantaged households to have equal access to the opportunities that a quality 
education can offer.   In this study we point out the areas where a change in educational 
governance might afford opportunities to also change residential patterns and trends (e.g., 
toward increased segregation and a spatial mismatch between where new jobs are likely 
to be generated and the residences of the persons who could fill these jobs) that 
contribute to economic and social isolation which in turn undermine both school 
performance and economic development.     
 
However, we recognize that a change in educational governance cannot by itself address 
all of the challenge that face the local school system.   In this regard we support further 
study and ultimate implementation of educational programs and policies that will help to 
increase graduation rates, improve student achievement, and reduce the causes of 
alienation from the educational system by both disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged 
students.    
 
 
Finally, while the data and findings presented in this study indicate that there is a great 
deal that is still unknown about the various impacts of a school district consolidation, the 
great majority of the findings that relate to economic development in the sense of 
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building a community that will be attractive to business leaders and business site location 
consultants is fairly clear cut and favors school district consolidation.     
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Introduction and Background 

 
 
At the beginning of 2008, the Valdosta-Lowndes Chamber of Commerce requested that 
the Carl Vinson Institute of Government and the Fanning Institute undertake a study of 
the potential economic development advantages and disadvantages of  two options for 
organizing the governance of schools in the Valdosta-Lowndes community districts.  The 
options examined were: 1) a community where public education is governed by single 
unified school district and  2) a community where public education is governed by two or 
more school districts.    
 
Purpose

 
The purpose of the study was to provide the Valdosta-Lowndes Chamber of Commerce 
with some guidance as to whether their promotion of a change in school system 
organization and governance in the county would be warranted.  Specifically, the 
Chamber is interested in knowing if there would be benefits to the community were it to 
choose to move from having two school systems to having only a single or consolidated 
school system.    
 
Scope of the Study 

 
The study involved assessing school system organization options along a number of 
dimensions, including: 
 
 

 Identifying the degree to which professionals in business site selection consider 
school system organization as a factor in business location.   

 Identifying the degree to which business executives, school and community leaders 
considering relocation to a community consider school system organization as a 
factor in choosing employment opportunities.   

 Identifying the issues in school consolidation efforts (e.g., motives, the role of the 
business community, school system cost, efficiency and effectiveness; impacts on tax 
bills and millage rates, transportation, special programs, facilities use, school 
personnel salaries, school governance, unity of administration, housing values; 
satisfaction with consolidation; factors facilitating consolidation; factors involved in 
the implementation (i.e., justice department review)).  

 Identifying the relationship between school system organization, school performance, 
and economic development.    

 Identifying the potential relationship between the organization of school systems 
(e.g., having multiple school systems versus a consolidated school system in a 
community) residential demographic patterns, and economic development.  The key 
research question is whether a consolidated school system provides for a more 
integrated community which in turn helps to support more economic development 
opportunities.  The potential mechanism for such a dynamic might be related to 
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availability of a diverse workforce as opposed to a workforce that is homogenous 
with regard to race, class, or education.  

 

 
While the primary purpose of this report is to identify economic development impacts, it 
was thought to be beneficial to also review the literature on school consolidation issues so 
as to better understand how school consolidation might impact the community and the 
education of its young people.   
 
The issues that have been related to school consolidation include such things as:  
 

 The explicit and implied motives for consolidation, 

 The role of the business community,  

 The community context, 

 The potential impacts on school system cost, efficiency and effectiveness; 

 The potential impacts on tax bills and millage rates,  

 The impacts on school demographics, 

 The impacts on school achievement,  

 The potential impact on transportation, special programs, and facilities use, 

 The potential impacts on school personnel salaries, school governance, and the 
unity of administration,  

 The potential impact on housing values, 

 The satisfaction with consolidation efforts, and 

 The factors that must be considered in facilitating consolidation if the community 
were to choose to move in that direction.  

 

Study Authors 
 

The Carl Vinson Institute of Government and the Fanning Institute were chosen to 
conduct the study because the focus of the study spans the expertise of the two service 
institutes at the University of Georgia.   
 
 
The mission of the Carl Vinson Institute of Government is to improve governance and the lives of 
people in Georgia.  In carrying out this mission, the Institute can call on the wide-ranging 
knowledge base of the University of Georgia as well as on 75 years of direct service experience 
in providing technical assistance, research and policy analysis to local and state governments in 
Georgia. The Carl Vinson Institute of Government is among the most highly-rated university-
based organizations designed specifically to span the gap between best practices research and the 
existing practice of government.  The Institute has developed expertise in numerous areas of 
public policy, public management, training, and human services and resource development.  
 
 Most importantly for the purposes of this study, the Institute’s governmental services division 
has been assisting governments with issues of governance and organization, particularly with 
regard to issues of consolidation of services or governments.  During the course of the last 15 
years, the Institute of Government has conducted more studies of consolidation than any other 
research institute in the United States.   The Institute’s work in this area has resulted in some 
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communities such as Athens-Clarke choosing to consolidate while leading others to choose to 
create new governance structure (e.g., the new cities in Fulton and DeKalb counties).   

 
The Fanning Institute specializes in work with community organizations such as 
Chambers of Commerce, planning boards, and NGOs.   Their particular expertise with 
regard to the current study is in the area of how communities can best come together to 
make difficult decisions on a consensus or near-consensus basis.   
 
 
Organization of the Report 

 
 
 

Current Situation on School System Organization in the Community 

 
There are currently two school systems (or school districts) in Lowndes County:  
Lowndes County Schools and Valdosta City Schools.  These school districts feature 
similar student enrollment numbers, but differ in a number of other respects. 

Motives for Consolidation 

 
Efforts at school system consolidation will often have multiple motives with individual 
motives being more or less prominent in different communities. For example, in some 
communities, the motive for consolidation will be primarily budgetary based on the belief 
that the community cannot afford the expense of two or more superintendents and 
administrative structures.  In other communities, the motive will be primarily educational 
based on the belief that two or more small systems cannot offer the range and depth of 
educational experiences that are the mark of a high quality school system.   In still other 
communities, the motive for consolidation is related to community needs for identity, 
social unity and the ability to create strong community collaboratives.  Closely akin to 
these motives is the desire for the community to provide a single face and point of entry 
for new business development.    
 
The following attempts to discuss in more detail how certain issues that have historically 
been part of the school district consolidation efforts might play out in the Valdosta-
Lowndes County situation.     
 
 
The Relationship between Business and Consolidation 

 
The business community has a strong interest in schools as the source of skilled labor and 
as a point of pride for business owners and employees.   
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Historically speaking, the business community has been supportive of school 
consolidation.   The rise of industry in the late nineteenth century contributed to the 
school consolidation movement as industrial leaders came to the conclusion that 
education could best contribute to social order by adopting organizational structures that 
were successful in industry (Orr, 1992).  Such organizational structures included a 
centralized model of administration (Kay, Hargood, & Russell, 1982) and larger 
(industrial scale) schools.  Such structures were believed to help school systems achieve 
economy of scale which would thereby make the school more efficient. 
 
In addition to policy-makers and education professionals, private businesses, in the 
interest of financial gain, would sometimes encourage school consolidation. International 
Harvester Company was a major promoter of school consolidation in the 1930s. Part of 
this company’s interest in consolidation was in its ability to more easily sell its newly 
manufactured International Harvester school buses (White, 1981).   
 
Business-government linkages in support of school consolidation are still believed to be 
evident today.  For example, one observer sees this linkage in West Virginia where a 
business interest helped to persuade the legislature to fund capital improvements for 
school districts in a way that required these districts to meet mandated enrollment levels 
set by the state.   Such a funding scheme would force consolidation of small schools.  
 
Concerns about international competitiveness have also helped to promote consolidation 
efforts (DeYoung, 1989; Spring, 1987).  For example, both Sputnik and the Cold War 
created increased concerns that small high schools, most of which were rural, were not 
developing the kind of human capital needed to promote national interests (Ravitch, 
1983).   Similarly, the driving force behind school reform in the 1980s was the Nation at 
Risk report   As part of the Nation at Risk movement proponents of educational reform 
argued that as the economy became more complex larger school systems were better 
positioned to produce students who had the skills and values to contribute to a national, 
social economic order (DeYoung & Howley, 1992). There has continued to be a concern 
among business leaders that parents and educators in rural communities may be more 
interested in preparing students for a life on the farm rather than educating them as 
“human capital” to contribute to the nation’s economic growth.   
 
The most prominent business-related educational reform effort today is being mounted by 
the Gates Foundation.   The foundation's K-12 reform efforts are increasingly 
concentrated on high school reform, primarily through its small schools initiative.  Based 
on the research suggesting that small schools can provide a quality educational 
experience particularly for disadvantaged students, the Foundation has a goal of   
"redefining the American high school" by creating new small, high-quality high schools 
and converting low-performing large high schools into smaller learning communities.  
 
However, it should be noted that while the Gates Foundation is supporting a type of de-
consolidation at the school level, the primary recipients of the foundation’s grants have 
been large, consolidated school systems.  Some of its major grantees have been the 
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consolidated school systems in New York City, Chicago, Oakland, Milwaukee, 
Cleveland, Boston, Kansas City, San Diego, and Indianapolis. 

Definitions
 
 
Consolidation

 
 
What is being considered in Valdosta-Lowndes County and is the subject of this study is 
the consolidation of the two school systems.  Such a consolidation is typically referred to 
as administrative consolidation which involves:  
 

 the merger of  decision-making bodies (i.e., boards of education), 

 the consolidation of administrative support functions including:  
o transportation 
o human resources 
o finance 
o records and information systems 
o curriculum 
o social services 
o facility maintenance, and 

 the elimination of dual leadership functions such as superintendent, and 
administrative department directors 

 
What is not being considered is the merger of actual schools.  As has been noted before, 
“The hardest animal to kill is a school mascot.”6    However, as survey research from 
Mississippi suggests, the public is unlikely to always make the distinction between school 
and school system consolidation, and professional educators will also suspect that the 
consolidation effort will not necessarily stop at the system level.  (e.g., seventy-two 
percent of survey respondents agreed or strongly agreed the consolidation of school 
district superintendents and administrative offices will eventually lead to larger school 
consolidation efforts in Mississippi.)7 
 
While school district consolidation can, and often does, occur without any substantial 
changes in the school enrollment zones, in choosing what to review as issues or potential 
impacts of school district consolidation, we have chosen to include a wider array of 
topics based on the assumption that we cannot predict how a unified district would 
choose to govern the education system in the future.  However, we can predict to some 
degree the types of new opportunities that a unified school district might have in 

                                                 
6 As cited by Pierson in Kelly (2002), p.1. 
7 Peters, Gary B. & Freeman, David.  School Consolidation Efforts in Mississippi .   Online Submission.  
15 p. 15. 2007.  (ED494981) 

 15



Impacts of Single versus Multiple School Systems 

comparison to the current situation of having multiple school districts.   Some of these 
new opportunities may be reflected in the motivations that have historically been given 
for consolidation efforts.  
 
Performance

 
Performance refers to the ability of schools to enable students to do well on standardized 
tests.  School performance can be an imperfect measure of school success since school 
that tend provide climates that encourage students to drop out may actually ‘perform’ 
better on tests since only the more skills students are left in school to take the tests.  
 
Efficiency

 
Efficiency refers to the ability of schools to operate at a lower cost per enrolled student.   
Efficiency can be related to the size of the school or school system.   
 
Graduation Rates 

 
 Graduation rates have historically been difficult to measure because schools have not 
always been effective or accurate in the way they document students who leave school 
for various reasons (e.g., transfer to another school, moving away from the community, 
dropping out, etc.).   For this reason, graduation rates have historically shown much more 
variation among schools than may actually be the case.    
 
Georgia’s Graduation Rate Formula:  
 (# of students who graduate with a regular diploma) 

÷ 
(# of 9th-12th grade dropouts from appropriate years  
+ graduates + other completers) 

 
 
Some states calculate graduation rates by identifying the relationship between  number of 
9th graders four years prior to the current number of high school graduates.   While this 
measure can reduce erroneous variation among school or school system graduation rates, 
it is still susceptible to errors due to variations in transfer rates and declines or growth in 
age cohorts.  
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School District Consolidation - Background information 
 
 
Between 1950 and 1980, the number of school districts in the United States fell from 
83,642 to 15,987.   
 
As the data below suggests, the number of districts continues to decline but much less 
rapidly than during the 30s, 40s, and 50s.  
 

Number of School Districts In the U.S. by Period 

1937-38 119,001

1993-94 . 14,881

2004–05  14,205 

 
 
Economically speaking, much of the decline in the number of school districts was made 
possible by the decline in the farm population and increase in population density, which 
has made it easier to take advantage of scale economies. 
 
 
In addition, many of the smaller school districts were so small that the schools 
themselves were also very small.  The conventional wisdom indicated that these schools 
were not of sufficient size to provide for a quality education, and in many cases there was 
truth in the conventional view (e.g., teachers could not develop or implement a 
challenging curriculum for students who were of mixed ages in one-room schools; also, it 
was impossible to provide specialized language, science and math courses or any higher 
level courses for talented high school students).   

Also, as a larger proportion of education funding came from the states, states began to 
develop policies that would discourage smaller school districts.    Several states have 
laws that require school district and county (or state) boundaries to coincide, and Georgia 
has outlawed the creation of any new independent or city school districts.   
 
In the 1980s, the conventional wisdom about school size (and therefore about a key 
motivation for consolidation) changed somewhat.  For example, research on the costs of 
operating small versus large schools undermined somewhat the idea that large schools are 
necessarily more efficient.  This research suggested that small schools are potentially as 
efficient as large schools. (Though neither was found to be as efficient as medium sized 
schools,  e.g., Fox’s (1981) study of educational costs as a function of school size yielded 
a U-shaped curve in which both the very small and the very large schools were the most 
expensive to operate.    
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Perhaps more importantly, Columbia University research found that small schools have 
“strengths of smallness” not evident in large schools (Nachtigal, 1982). The thought was 
that not only were small schools necessary, their strengths included a higher number of 
students involved in extracurricular activities, higher numbers of students taking 
academic courses, more attention by teachers due to lower pupil-teacher ratio, and 
students who had a close connection to their communities.   
 

 
Relevance for Valdosta-Lowndes County Situation:  While school district 
consolidation has historically been motivated, in part, by a desire on the part of 
educational and political leaders to achieve schools of sufficient size so as to allow for 
more educational opportunities for students, this motivation would not seem to be 
particularly relevant to the Valdosta-Lowndes situation in that both school districts are of 
sufficient size to afford such opportunities.    
 
With regard to the research on school size, moreover, it might seem that the historical 
motivation for consolidating school districts should be turned on its head.  It could be 
asked for example: Wouldn’t school district consolidation likely result in schools that 
were too large rather than too small?    
 
While a larger district could certainly support the creation of larger schools, we doubt 
that this would be the case for a couple of reasons:   First, the relatively recent research 
on appropriate school size has not been lost on school administrators in large school 
systems.  These administrators, understanding that large schools create an impersonal 
climate that contributes to school failure for some students, have themselves turned to 
creating “schools within schools.”  
 
Secondly, the City of Valdosta and Lowndes County have already met the state minimum 
enrollment for each type of school in their respective districts.8  That is, a new unified 
school district would not result in any additional incentives to increase the enrollment 
size of individual schools.   We recognize that while the Georgia Department of 
Education capital funding policies do provide incentives for school districts to reach 
certain minimum sizes, the state does not provide incentives that would discourage the 
creation of school of larger sizes (i.e., sizes that might be larger than would be desirable 
from an educational performance perspective).   Hence, there is nothing in the state 
policy that could prevent larger school sizes, but there are also no further incentives that 
would promote the creation of larger school sizes than currently exist.  
                                                 
8 160-5-4-.08 SCHOOL SIZE. Authority O.C.G.A. § 20-2-260.

(1) REQUIREMENTS. 

(a) School systems shall be eligible to receive full funding under the capital outlay 
program when they have met the requirements of law regarding the minimum school 
size and system organizational pattern. 
(b) Capital outlay program participation by local school systems shall be limited to 
administrative units with not less than 200 FTE in any single grade or combination of 
grades K-8 for elementary schools or not less than 400 FTE in any single grade or 
combination of grades 4-8 for middle schools or not less than 500 FTE in any single 
grade or combination of grades 9-12 for high schools. 
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School Districts and Consolidation in Georgia 

 
Georgia currently has 181 school districts.  Each of Georgia’s 159 counties has a county 
school district, with the remaining districts being comprised of city or specialized school 
districts.    
 
Reflective of the opinion that Georgia may already have too many school districts for 
efficient governance, the Georgia Constitution prohibits the creation of any new school 
districts.   
 
While there have been studies of school-level consolidation in Georgia,9 we could not 
find any studies of school district consolidations in Georgia.  
 
Since 1987, six communities in Georgia have consolidated their school districts.  These 
consolidations generally involved a city school district giving up its charter.  The school 
districts that have been dissolved in this manner include:  
 
 

AMERICUS CITY SCHOOL DISTRICT 

FITZGERALD CITY SCHOOL 
DISTRICT 
HOGANSVILLE CITY SCHOOL 
DISTRICT 
LAGRANGE CITY SCHOOL DISTRICT 

THOMASTON CITY SCHOOL 
DISTRICT 
WAYCROSS CITY SCHOOL 
DISTRICT 

 
 

                                                 
9 The Consolidation of a Rural School District: A Case Study. By: Leisey, Robin M.; and Others. 1990 61 
pp. (ED336216). Leisey (1990) reported on the Coffee County (Georgia) Board of Education’s vote to 
consolidate Nicholls and Broxton High Schools with Coffee High School. This case study analyzes the 
issues of school consolidation, benefits to students and financial implications through sociological and 
political science perspectives. Data were collected by personal interview, document analysis, and a 
questionnaire survey. Three major conclusions were reached. From the political science (financial) point of 
view, the decision to consolidate was in the best interest of the citizens of Coffee County because: (1) there 
were three high schools, but the available state money was only enough to support one; (2) the county 
supported 50 teachers with local funds, to keep 2 small high schools functional; and (3) the current school 
millage was 20 mills, which is the maximum allowed by law. From the political science (power) 
perspective, the state's Quality Basic Education Act placed financial pressure on systems to consolidate by 
granting "reward" money. While the local board of education had the power to vote on the decision, 
citizens and students appeared powerless. From the sociological perspective, the smaller schools will lose 
their identity and community spirit as a result of consolidation; however, curriculum advantages will be 
gained 
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We have used this list of school district consolidation communities as the basis for some 
of the analysis presented later in this report as well as the basis for identifying 
respondents who might speak intelligently regarding the perceived impact of 
consolidation on their community.  
 
 

GDOE Position on Consolidation of Districts 

While the Georgia Department of Education does not have any official policy for or 
against school consolidation, interviews with GDOE official in charge of facilities 
planning indicated that the Department is highly supportive of communities that choose 
to consolidate, particular with regard to helping these communities create and manage a 
more rational set of capital assets.  
 
Interviews with Georgia Department of Education Officials suggested that the Georgia 
DOE:  
 

 Has had a strong interest in seeing the consolidation of Valdosta and Lowndes 
County schools.  This interest is based on previous experiences with school 
district mergers in other communities (see section below).   

 Is aware that the school systems’ facilities and buildings are in need of 
refurbishment, repair and replacement.  

 Will assist the community, if it chooses to merge, by:  
o Identifying the need for new or refurbished facilities due to the merger of 

the school districts (or even individual schools) 
o Providing loan-type funding on very generous terms with no local 

matching funds required (e.g., the Department will loan the money 
without charging interest and will allow for some below-cost repayment in 
full in a short time frame). 

o Sending down a team of experts to evaluate and then help the merged 
district to find the best possible solution to its facilities needs. 

 The community would benefit by having educational revenue come from a pool 
of taxable properties.  

 

School District Consolidation in Georgia & School Level Integration 

 
 
As suggested above, school district consolidation can, and often does, occur without any 
substantial changes in the school enrollment zones.  Consequently, if district 
consolidation were to occur without any changes in enrollment zones, it is unlikely that 
the district merger would have any impact on school level racial integration—at least in 
the short term.  However, to the degree that: 1) a new unified school district will attempt 
to create new attendance zones based on the new unified district area rather than the split 
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district areas; and 2) residential patterns will be less constrained by the salience of the 
choice between two demographically diverse school districts, we can expect some degree 
of increased school integration when compared with the existing situation.   
 
 
 

State Incentives/Disincentives for Consolidation 

 
In Georgia, state support for school districts primarily is provided through Quality Basic 
Education (QBE) funding. A review of state laws, Georgia DOE regulations, and current 
funding data suggest that a school district merger can potentially impact four areas of 
Quality Basic Education (QBE) funding.  Two of these area are in the QBE Allotment 
funding and two in the funding of capital projects.   Estimates of the potential impact of a 
Valdosta-Lowndes consolidation on QBE funding are presented in a later chapter.   
 

Satisfaction with Consolidation 

 
Most school consolidations have exercised a plan, but few have followed up with an 
evaluation.  In 2000, Self conducted a follow-up study of the last school consolidation to 
take place in Ohio in 1992. The study included a survey of teachers, parents, and students 
to determine the success of the consolidation and the feelings of those involved 8 years 
later. When asked in 1992 if the consolidation were good for everyone, 11 of the 13 
teachers responding to the survey offered a positive response. The same response was 
offered 8 years later. Fifty-eight parents (78 percent) surveyed in 1992 expressed 
satisfaction with the consolidation. The same number was still pleased with the 
arrangement 8 years later. Also, 60 percent of parents believed their children enjoyed 
school after the consolidation. Those who responded with written comments were very 
positive about the consolidation  (see also in this report the findings of  interviews with 
community leaders in Georgia communities that have undergone school consolidation).  
 

Moving to Consolidation 

 
A 1992 case study of a school district consolidation found that lack of understanding of 
local culture resulted in resistance from community members about consolidation issues 
(Ward & Rink, 1992). A study of eight communities in North Dakota that had 
experienced school consolidations showed that the most important factor in easing the 
process of consolidation was holding public meetings (Sell, Lustrate; & Thompson, 
1996).  

 
Consolidation is often met with anxiety and hostility from stakeholders. In an effort to 
identify strategies that facilitate consolidation, Cummins (1997) conducted  interviews 
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with the superintendents of 16 rural Oklahoma school districts that had participated in 8 
voluntary consolidations. The superintendents discussed strategies used to enhance the 
consolidation process for teachers, parents and community, students, support staff, 
administrators, and board members, as well as strategies that proved unproductive. 
 
Thirteen successful strategies were identified. Addressing the number one staff issue--job 
security--all eight consolidated districts guaranteed the positions of administrators and 
support staff, while five new districts retained their entire teaching staff. Keeping staff 
informed and providing employee displacement compensation were other staff strategies. 
Maintaining all school sites greatly enhanced the consolidation process for students and 
community members; this was accomplished in six consolidations. Other student and 
community strategies included community meetings, media releases, focus on the student 
benefits of consolidation, and joint student-body activities. Administrative issues were 
addressed through pre-consolidation administrative appointments, joint board meetings, 
extensive planning, and state assistance. 
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Community Educational System Background 
 
The Valdosta-Lowndes community is served by two school systems, and each system 
faces particular challenges in terms of preparing the next generation to take its place in 
the community’s civic and economic life.  Data on the two systems appears in Appendix 
G.  However, the reader should be aware that school performance data often requires 
considerable interpretation in order to make judgments about school quality or the 
effectiveness of school teachers and administrators.   In particular, school performance is 
highly associated with factors that are not under control of the school system (e.g., factors 
such as parents’ level of education, socioeconomic background, and expose to reading in 
the pre-school period).   
 
Unfortunately, schools do not typically have data on all of the factors that determine the 
level of challenge that a student body presents due to school officials.   The proxy 
measures for level of challenge that do exist are percent of free and reduced lunch and 
percent minority students.   Both of these are potential proxies for the socioeconomic 
factors that are highly associated with school achievement.   Minority racial status, it 
should be noted, is only a potential proxy in regions where there is a strong association 
between race and the key socioeconomic factors that are associated with school 
performance.   Given the demographic profile of Lowndes County, data on race would 
seem to be a fairly legitimate proxy for these socioeconomic factors.   
 
 
It should also be noted that with regard to economic impacts, some school performance 
measures appear (given current research findings) to be more highly associated with 
measurable economic impacts.  Specifically, school graduation rates appear to be a more 
important measure in this regard than student achievement levels.    
 
Readers should also be aware that student achievement (e.g., on standardized tests) can 
be impacted as much by the participation rate in the testing as by the actual knowledge of 
the students being tested.  As the participation rate in a test increases, the average test 
scores tend to go down.  This is due to the fact that the added participants (over and 
above the initial participants) tend to be more marginal students.    
 
Finally, data that attempts to relate the relative level of challenge faced by a school 
system to school performance is, we believe, more revealing than data that does not.  In 
this regard, readers may want to pay particular attention to the section below on 
effectiveness and efficiency.    
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Impacts of School District Consolidation on Students 
 
The impacts of school consolidation on students who are enrolled in the district schools 
are essentially of two types:  1) impacts on the performance of students irrespective of 
any particular change in the composition of the student body; and 3) impacts on the 
performance or life successes of students that are associated with a change in the 
demographic composition of the student body.   This section deals with the latter impacts 
and the next section deals with the operating costs and performance impacts.  
 
 

1) Impacts on Student Achievement Irrespective of Potential 
Demographic Changes  

 
School district production studies examine the impacts of district size on student 
achievement.  That is, production studies have to do with the cost of achieving a certain 
level student performance (e.g., on standardized tests).   These studies are relevant to 
school district consolidation because such consolidation leads to the creation of a school 
district that is, by definition, larger than the size of the individual school districts that 
have been combined.  
 
Five of the studies reviewed estimate returns to size at the district level. District-level 
studies provide mixed results on economies of size (Table 4). Walberg and Fowler (1987) 
and Ferguson (1991) find decreasing returns to size, that is, larger districts are associated 
with lower student performance. Sebold and Dato (1981) and Baum (1986) find either 
constant returns to size (statistically insignificant coefficients on the enrollment variable), 
or increasing returns to size. Ferguson & Ladd (1996), in methodologically one of the 
strongest production function studies we reviewed, find clear evidence of increasing 
returns to size for Alabama school districts. Given the wide variation in specifications 
between these studies, and given that none of these studies used a quadratic specification 
for the enrollment variable; it is difficult to identify the reasons for the inconsistent 
results. 
 
 

2) Impacts on Student Achievement Under the Condition of a Change 
in Student Demographics 

While school consolidation does not necessarily lead to any changes in the demographic 
composition of the student body, in cases where consolidation does result in increased 
socio-economic integration of the student body the research literature suggests that this 
change can impact the student in the school system.  
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The most cited piece of work on the relationship between desegregation and achievement 
is the report on Equality of Educational Opportunity, or Coleman Report, which 
confirmed Brown v. Board of Education’s holding that segregation adversely effects 
academic achievement.  In particular, Coleman found that all racial and ethnic groups 
perform higher in schools with greater proportions of white students. 
 
Crain and Mahard’s (1978) findings only partially agree with the Coleman Report.  They 
found that higher concentrations of white students positively affects black college 
attendance, survival, and achievement for Northern blacks, but adversely affects Southern 
blacks.  Rather, Crain and Mahard discovered that Southern blacks perform higher in 
schools with low percentages of white students.  They merely report the findings and do 
not attempt to devise a theory why the results ended that way.  They do, however, 
investigate whether self-selection of blacks in predominantly white Northern schools 
influences their findings.  Crain and Mahard found that self-selection was a factor.   
Because Crain and Mahard’s research is 30 years old and was conducted in the early 
years of desegregation, the findings may no longer be valid.  
 
The findings of the Coleman Report, however, have been modified somewhat by other 
researchers.  Guryan (2004), for example, reports that the dropout rates of blacks 
decreased two to three percentage points as a result of desegregation.  His methodology 
compares high school dropout rates of black students that desegregated in the ‘60s, ‘70s, 
and ‘80s in the years 1970 and 1980.  Guryan’s research found that the dropout rate 
amongst ‘70s desegregators declined from 14.3% to 10.5% from 1970 to 1980.  After 
controlling for age, gender, family income, and family education, Guryan concluded that 
a 2.8 percent decline in the dropout rate, which is significant, could be attributed to 
desegregation.  Additionally, Guryan only found a 0.5 increase in high school dropout 
rates for whites during this period, which is not significant.   
 
While the Coleman Report is considered the authority on the subject, its methodology has 
often been criticized.  Winkler (1974) investigates whether integration improves 
educational opportunity at certain transition points (an area Coleman never treated). 
Winkler points out that integration appears to hurt blacks as they transition from a 
predominantly black elementary school to a junior high school with a lower proportion of 
blacks.   
 
One of the most cited works to follow up on the Coleman Report is Hanushek et. al 
(2002).  Hanushek’s research indicates that higher concentrations of blacks only affect 
high performing blacks in a negative fashion.  The effects on lower ability blacks, whites, 
and Hispanics appears to be negligible.  Hanushek believes that higher proportions of 
black students may decrease the achievement rates of higher performing black students 
because larger concentrations of black students may reduce teacher’s expectations, or low 
ability black students may pressure their peers not to achieve up to their abilities.   
 
The seemingly contradictory findings in Winkler and Hanushek’s research indicate that 
some factor other than race may affect achievement.  The Coleman Report even hints at 
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other sociological factors such as background and educational aspiration to explain their 
findings.  One such factor, explored by Brookover et. al (1978) and Rumberger and 
Palardy (2005), is the importance of school composition.  Brookover used the 
socioeconomic status and percentage of white students as school composition variables.  
Brookover found that 90% of the variance in his findings could be attributed to 
socioeconomic status, racial composition, or the “climate” variables.  The climate 
variables consist of factors such as student sense of academic futility, teacher’s education, 
or parental concern.  Brookover’s findings indicate that climate is the “necessary 
condition for high achievement” (p. 317).  While certain compositions are associated with 
certain climates, such as low socioeconomic status and low climate, these variables do 
not necessarily move together.  
 
Rumberger and Palardy reached a strikingly different conclusion than Brookover.  
Whereas Brookover’s findings focused on the importance of factors personal to the 
student such as their perceptions or parental education, Rumberger and Palardy find that 
the socioeconomic status of the entire school has the greatest influence over achievement.   
That is, they estimate that more than three-quarters of the difference in academic achieve-
ment among students is explained by the socioeconomic status of their peers, rather than 
general differences in school facilities and programs.  Hence, schools that are segregated 
by socioeconomic status (SES) will tend to disadvantage students who are grouped into 
exclusively lower SES schools, while providing some advantage to students who are 
grouped into higher SES schools. 
 
Rumberger and Palardy believe that any gains from integration could be offset by losses 
if the integration resulted in a change from a high socio-economic status school to a 
middle-class school.  Their findings suggest that integration could lower achievement 
gaps between blacks and whites, but potentially decrease overall achievement rates.  
Rumberger and Palardy also point to the lack of political and individual will to integrate 
as a reason not to focus on this measure.  Rather, the researchers believe that changes in 
family and community resources would be a more effective path for achieving equality of 
opportunity.   
 
Other research seems to confirm the significance of socioeconomic factors on school 
performance.   David Rusk, for example, cites the following research findings in support 
of policies designed to increase the mixing of children from lower income families with 
those of middle- and upper-income families:  
  

 “in an Albuquerque study of 1,108 individual pupils, the average pupil from a 
public housing household increased Iowa Test of Basic Skills scores by 0.22 
percentile points for every one percent increase in middle class classmates (Rusk 
& Mosley, 1994); the difference between a public housing child’s attending 
Cochiti Elementary (80 percent low-income classmates) and that child’s attending 
John Baker Elementary (80 percent middle-class classmates) would be, on 
average, a 13 percentile improvement in the child’s ITBS ranking;  

 in a study of 373 elementary schools in metropolitan Baltimore, for every one 
percent increase in middle class classmates, a low-income pupil’s scores 
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improved, on average, 0.18 percentile points on the Comprehensive Test of  Basic 
Skills (Rusk, 2003).  The difference between a low-income pupil’s attending 
Mosher Elementary in Baltimore City (80 percent low-income classmates) and 
that child’s attending Rivera Beach Elementary in Anne Arundel County (80 
percent middle-class classmates) would be, on average, an 11 percentile 
improvement in the child’s CTBS ranking;  

 in a study of 186 school districts in the five largest metro areas of Texas, for every 
one percent increase in middle class pupils, low-income pupils increase their 
chances of achieving a passing rate on the Texas state exams (Texas Assessment 
of Academic Skills, or TAAS) by 0.27 percentage points (Rusk, 1998); the 
difference between a low-income child’s attending a typical elementary school in 
the Southside Independent School District (80 percent low-income classmates) 
and a typical elementary school in suburban Alamo Heights Independent School 
District (80 percent middle-class classmates), on average, would be a 16 
percentage point improvement in their chances of achieving a passing rate in 
TAAS; and  

 in a study of 60 elementary schools in Madison-Dane County, for every one 
percent increase in middle class classmates, the average low-income 4th grade 
pupil’s likelihood of achieving Advanced or Proficient levels on the state WINSS 
tests improved 0.64 percentage points in reading; 0.50 percentage points in 
language; 0.72 percentage points in math; 0.80 percentage points in science; and 
0.74 percentage points in social studies (Rusk, 2002).  In other words, the 
difference between a low-income pupil’s attending a school with only 45 percent 
middle class classmates (e.g.  Lincoln or Mendota) and that pupil’s attending a 
school with 85 percent middle class classmates (e.g.  Crestwood or Northside) 
would typically be a 20 to 32 percentage point improvement in that low-income 
pupil’s probability of achieving A & P thresholds.”10 

 
 
Peer group composition also appears to affect student achievement in ways that suggest 
that school integration would have positive impacts.  Hallinan and Williams (1990) found 
that peer influences are a strong factor in whether high school students expect to attend 
college and whether they actually attend college.  The researchers compared high school 
students with people that they identified as one of their three best friends.  As expected, 
Hallinan and Williams found that two friends on the academic degree track were more 
likely than two friends on the vocational degree track to expect to attend college and 
actually attend college.  However, they were surprised to find that different-race friends 
were more likely than same-race friends to expect to attend college and actually attend 
college.  This finding proves that different-race friends may be more influential than 
same-race friends.  Some of the effects of this finding can be explained away by the 
relatively few cross-race best friendships in the sample or that, by nature, “interracial 
friendships may feel an especially strong sense of solidarity” (p. 130).  
 

                                                 
10 Findings provided by correspondence with David Rusk.  Source: Housing Policy Is School Policy, 

David Rusk (forthcoming).  
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While the research on the impacts of school integration on student achievement are 
somewhat mixed, research on the social and economic impacts of school (and neighbor-
hood) segregation (by income and race) are more straightforward.     For example, Gary 
Orfield et al.(2004) find a link between segregation and dropping out of school, 
unemployment, imprisonment, and persistent poverty.  
 
In addition, it is argued that “the networking effects of desegregation may be far more 
important than [even] the cognitive effects.”11  If children are to have equal chances of 
economic opportunity, public schools may need to provide networking opportunities 
equally.  Similarly, access to high SES role models may be important in terms of children 
acquiring high aspirations and knowledge of how to achieve these aspirations.  
 
In this regard, researchers have noted that:  
 

 Black students who attend racially integrated and economically integrated 
schools complete more years of schooling than those who attend segregated 
schools.  

 Black students who attend racially integrated and economically integrated 
schools are more likely to attend college  

 In comparison with students who had only same-race friendships, both white and 
black students tend to have higher educational aspirations if they have cross-race 
friendships.12 

 
While school achievement is certainly desirable, economically speaking, the more 
important measures of school success may be related to issues of character development 
(e.g., the willingness to complete one’s education) and the development of social 
relationships.  In this regard it is significant that most empirical studies find little or no 
relationship between achievement test scores and later labor market success.  However, 
there has been empirical evidence that school segregation can have negative impacts on 
later labor market success.13 
 
 
Relevance for Valdosta-Lowndes County Situation: School segregation by race and 
income has impacts that go beyond student achievement.   One of the major goals of 
public education is the preparation of young people to live in a democratic society and to 
work effectively with others in a diverse workforce.  Using this goal as a criterion, the 

                                                 
11 Richard Kahlenberg, All Together Now: Creating Middle-Class Schools through Public School Choice 
(Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press 2001), 30 (quoting Gary Orfield). 
 
12 See Michael A Boozer, et al., Race and School Quality Since Brown v. Board of Education, Brookings 
Papers Econ. Activity, 1992; Richard Kahlenberg, All Together Now; Robert Crain and Rita Mahard, 
“School Racial Composition and Black College Attendance and Achievement Test Performance,” 
Sociology of 51 (1978): 81; and Maureen Hallinan and Richard Williams, “Students’ Characteristics and 
the Peer Influence Process,” Sociology of 63 (1990): 122. 
 
13 See Michael A Boozer, et al., Race and School Quality Since Brown v. Board of Education, Brookings 
Papers Econ. Activity, 1992. 

 28



Impacts of Single versus Multiple School Systems 

persistence of segregated schools and school systems would certainly be considered as a 
hindrance.   As such, the Valdosta-Lowndes community is right to be concerned with 
residential demographic changes that have resulted in increased segregation since the 
1990s.    
 
Based on the current school system demographics, the potential for desegregation 
impacts of consolidation are considerable.  Currently, Lowndes County Schools are 
majority white, while Valdosta City Schools are majority black.  If these two school 
districts were consolidated, the unified district would be 44.9% black and 46.8% white.   
 
However, without some concerted efforts to realign the demographics at the elementary 
level, the negative effect on blacks who transition from a predominantly black elementary 
school to a more mixed-race middle school or junior high school would continue to exist 
and potentially increase in saliency.  
 
The research would suggest that the consolidation would likely have some positive 
effects on the total dropout rate for the community. Such an effect could be quite 
beneficial since failure to finish high school has a substantial impact on students’ long 
term earnings prospects.  
 
However, were some desegregation to occur as a result of district consolidation, there is 
some evidence that it would result in an increase in school performance for blacks, but a 
slight decrease in overall performance.  This estimate is based on data that would suggest 
that the two school systems have different overall socio-economic status levels.  
Specifically, it appears that the Lowndes County schools have a lower proportion of 
lower SES students as measured by the percentage of Free and Reduced Lunch program 
participants.  
 
Lowndes County: Free and Reduced Lunch Percentage: 40.79 
Valdosta: Free and Reduced Lunch Percentage: 68.38 

While the literature may suggest that a change from a higher SES to a lower SES overall 
school status can negatively impact student achievement, it is unclear that overall 
achievement should trump the larger social goal of promoting civic education for a 
diverse society.   Additionally, the consolidation of two school districts would not 
necessarily mean that school level integration would involve a merging of student 
population so as to reach a level of SES integration suggested by the average of the two 
districts SESs.  Instead, school level integration could be more selective so as to only 
change the SES level in particular schools by small amounts.  
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Potential Cost Impacts Due to School District 
Consolidation
 
 
 

1) School District Operational Cost and School Size 

 
A recent review of the economic literature on school districts suggests that per pupil costs 
tend to decrease as school districts grow in size, at least up to a certain size (i.e., 6000 
students).   The following summary of finding is taken from “Revisiting Economies of 
Size in American Education: Are We Any Closer to a Consensus?”  Economics of 

Education Review, 2002, vol. 21(3), 245-262:  
 

District level studies can be divided into three groups based on the specification of the 
enrollment variable. Three studies specify enrollment in either a linear or log-linear 
form. Two of the studies (Ratcliffe et. al (1990) and Downes & Pogue (1994)) find 
statistically significant economies of size. Downes & Pogue, for example, find using 
data for Arizona that a 1% increase in enrollment is associated with a 0.18% decline in 
per pupil operating and maintenance costs using a fixed-effects model, but only a 
0.09% decline with a random-effects model. Two of the district level studies have 
estimated the more general translog cost function. At the mean value for all variables, 
both Gyimah-Brempong and Gyapong (1991) and Callan & Santerre (1990) find 
economies of size. The translog function is more flexible, but the specific studies 
using this model have addressed fewer of the methodological issued discussed above. 
 
A third group of studies includes estimates from a log-linear cost function with the log 
of enrollment and its square to capture a U-shaped per pupil cost curve. These four 
studies (Downes & Pogue; Duncombe et. al (1996); Reschovsky & Imazeki, 1997, 
1999) have been since 1994 and address most of the methodological issues raised by 
Fox (1981). As expected, a U-shaped cost curve is found for most types of 
expenditures. For total costs, the cost-minimizing district enrollment is circa 6000 
students, for operating or instructional costs the optimal is in the 2000–3500 range, 
and for transportation costs the optimal enrollment is just over 1000. In contrast, 
economies of size for administrative costs were estimated to exist over all ranges of 
enrollment in their sample. Even for total costs, Duncombe et al. (1995) found that 
90% of the cost savings were exhausted by the time the district reached 1500 pupils. 
For New York State, they found that one-half of the cost decrease was due to 
declining per pupil administrative costs, which dropped from US $1124 per pupil with 
50 pupils to $193 per pupil with a size of 1500. 
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2) QBE Allotment Funding 

 
Funding for Administration 

 
Each school system in Georgia is provided state funding for a school superintendent and 
for up to 6 assistant school superintendents.  With the merger of the Valdosta and 
Lowndes County school systems, there is a potential for decrease in state funded 
positions due to the failure to “earn” support for an additional school superintendent or 
support for additional assistant superintendents beyond the maximum of 6 specified in 
the QBE funding formula.    
 
Upon analysis of the existing school systems’ allotment sheets, we discovered that both 
existing school systems qualify for less than the maximum credit for superintendent 
positions, i.e., 1 superintendent and 6 assistant superintendents.  However, each system 
qualified for 1 superintendent and 4 assistant superintendents or a total of 10 
superintendent-type positions.  Since the maximum number of these positions that a 
school system can earn is 7, the consolidated school district would lose funding for 3 
administrative positions.  The following table provides the calculation of the estimated 
loss of funding for central administration credits.   
 
 

Table 14: Calculation of Loss of Central Administration Credit 

State Contribution for 
Superintendent and Assistant 
Superintendents 

$50,336 

Estimate of Number of 
Superintendents/Assistant 
Superintendents for each 
System 

3 

Total Estimated Loss $151,008  
 

 
 
Equalization Grants 

 
According to Georgia law, QBE provides funding for equalization grants in the 
following manner:  
 

(b) The State Board of Education shall annually calculate the equalization grant for 
each qualified local school system in the following manner: 
 
   (1) Subtract the assessed valuation per weighted full-time equivalent count for the 
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local school system from the assessed valuation per weighted full-time equivalent 
count for the guaranteed valuation school system; 
 
   (2) Divide the difference resulting from paragraph (1) of this subsection by 1,000; 
 
   (3) Subtract five from the effective millage rate for the local school system and use 
the resulting number of effective mills or 15 effective mills, whichever is less, as the 
number of effective mills to be equalized; 
 
   (4) Multiply the quotient resulting from paragraph (2) of this subsection by the 
number of effective mills to be equalized pursuant to paragraph (3) of this 
subsection; and 
 
   (5) Multiply the product resulting from paragraph (4) of this subsection by the 
most recent weighted full-time equivalent count for the local school system. 
  
 
(6) "Guaranteed valuation school system" is defined as the local school system 
ranking at the seventy-fifth percentile in dollars of assessed valuation per weighted 
full-time equivalent count, where the ranking of school systems is such that the one-
hundredth percentile school system is that with the highest amount in dollars of 
assessed valuation per weighted full-time equivalent count. For the purpose of 
determining the assessed valuation per weighted full-time equivalent count of the 
guaranteed valuation school system only, a reduction of the assessed valuation for 
exemptions authorized by Code Sections 48-5-44 and 48-5-48 shall be calculated 
whether such exemptions are granted or not granted by the guaranteed valuation 
school system. 
 

(Source: O.C.G.A. § 20-2-165) 
 
 

Table 15: Current Equalization Grant Amounts 

System Equalization Grant Amount 

(2008 Allotment Sheet) 

Lowndes County Schools $5,816,365 
 

Valdosta Schools $902,958 
 

 
 
 
Data and a spreadsheet with the current calculations for the Equalization Grants for 
Valdosta and Lowndes County systems were obtained from the Georgia DOE.   Based on 
these data, we attempted to identify the impact of the proposed merger on the 
Equalization Grants.   However, because the calculation of Equalization Grants is based 
on a specific millage rate that is to be equalized, we had to make an assumption about the 
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millage rate that a merged system would apply.   The assumption we made is that the 
merged system would levy a millage rate that was the average of the two existing millage 
rates.    
 
 

Table 16: 2005 Millage Rates 

(Used in the most Current GDOE 

Equalization Grant Calculations) 
Lowndes 15.149 

Valdosta 
City 

14.980 

 
 
Based on the assumption of the new merged school system adopting a millage rate that is 
the average of the two existing millage rates, the estimated impact on Equalization Grant 
Totals is presented in the following table.  
 
 

Table 17: Estimated Impact on Equalization Grant 

Totals based on Assumption of an Averaged Millage 

Rate

Estimated Merger 
Equalization 

  
$6,531,189  

 Current Total of the Two 
Systems Equalization 
Grants 

  
$6,719,323  

Estimated Change in 
Equalization Grant Total 
Based on  

  
($188,134) 

 
 
QBE Capital Project Funding 

 
Potential of State Support for New Construction and Renovation  

 
As the following section of the Official Code of Georgia indicates, a voluntary school 
system merger can lead to the funding of new construction or renovation of existing 
facilities without any financing costs: (Source: O.C.G.A. § 20-2-291) 

 
§ 20-2-291.  Financing construction of facilities for voluntary consolidation  
 
 
   (a) In the event a local school system is voluntarily merged with one or more 
adjoining local school systems under the provisions of Code Section 20-2-60 or Code 
Sections 20-2-370 through 20-2-372, all local school systems which are party to such 
voluntary merger shall not be required to finance any portion of the costs for new 
construction or renovation of existing facilities qualified under Code Section 20-2-260 
that are needed to effectuate the merger of the school systems, subject to appropriation 
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by the General Assembly. 
 
(b) In the event two or more local school systems voluntarily consolidate two or more 
elementary, middle, or high schools into a single school which meets or exceeds the 
minimum sizes specified in subsection (q) of Code Section 20-2-260 or 100 percent of 
the student population for the respective school level from all local school systems 
which are party to the consolidation will attend such school, all local school systems 
involved in such consolidation shall not be required to finance any portion of the costs 
of new construction or renovation of existing facilities qualified under Code Section 
20-2-260 that are needed to effectuate such school consolidation. 
 
(c) As used in this subsection, the term: 
 
   (1) Reserved. 
 
   (2) Reserved. 
 
   (3) Reserved. 
 
   (4) "Elementary school" is defined as a school which contains any grade below 
grade four and does not contain any grade above grade eight. 
 
   (5) "High school" is defined as a school which contains any grade above grade eight. 
 
   (6) "Middle school" is defined as a school which contains no grade below grade four 
and no grade above grade eight. 
 
   (7) Reserved. 
 
   (8) "School level" is defined as a grade range which is consistent with paragraph (4), 
(5), or (6) of this subsection. 
  
In the event a local school system consolidates an elementary, a middle, or a high 
school which is smaller than the minimum size specified in subsection (q) of Code 
Section 20-2-260 for that respective school with one or more other schools of the same 
school level within the same local school system, resulting in the consolidated school 
or schools being at least as large as the minimum size specified in subsection (q) of 
Code Section 20-2-260 or containing all the students within the local school system 
for the respective school level: the local school system shall be required to finance 
one-half the costs that the local school system would otherwise be required to finance 
under the provisions of Code Section 20-2-260 for any new construction or any 
renovation of existing facilities needed to effectuate such consolidation of schools. 
 
(d) All benefits to local school systems as provided under this Code section shall be 
conditioned upon the following: 
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   (1) No student shall be expected or required to travel a greater time than the 
maximum travel time prescribed by the State Board of Education to attend a school 
unless the state board explicitly authorizes an exemption based upon the greater good 
for all students which will result from such local school system merger or school

consolidation; and 
 
   (2) In the event of such local school system merger or school consolidation, all 
instructional facilities will be utilized for public educational purposes to the extent 
feasible and practical. 
 
(e) All benefits to local school systems as provided under subsections (a) and (b) of 
this Code section shall be conditioned upon the following: 
 
   (1) The local boards of education which are potential parties to a merger of local 
school systems or a consolidation of schools have approved resolutions requesting the 
State Board of Education to conduct a feasibility study; 
 
   (2) The state board has conducted a feasibility study; 
 
   (3) The local boards of education which are to be parties to a merger of local school 
systems or a consolidation of a school or schools have approved the recommendations 
of the feasibility study; 
 
   (4) The voters of the affected local school systems, if appropriate, have approved the 
merger of the local school systems; and 
 
   (5) The state board has approved the recommendations of the feasibility study. 

 
Potential for Exceptional Growth Access to Capital Projects 

 
As the following section of the Official Code of Georgia indicates, a school system 
merger is one of the criteria for being eligible for exceptional growth capital outlay funds 
from the Georgia Department of Education.  (Source: O.C.G.A. § 20-2-
260 (2007), TITLE 20.  EDUCATION, CHAPTER 2.  ELEMENTARY AND 
SECONDARY EDUCATION, ARTICLE 6.  QUALITY BASIC EDUCATION, PART 
10.  CAPITAL OUTLAY FUNDS , § 20-2-260.) 
 
(6) Local school systems may receive state capital outlay funds for exceptional growth 
projects if that system experienced exceptional growth and the following conditions are 
met: 
 
      (A) The local school system has specifically requested funding under this subsection 
prior to submission of the annual budget request for the state board to the General 
Assembly; 
 
      (B) Any construction project submitted to utilize growth entitlement shall include 
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construction of at least three new instructional units. If sufficient growth entitlement is 
not currently available for all of the new instructional units needed under this subsection, 
additional local funds or entitlements available to meet construction needs identified in 
the school system's facilities plan pursuant to subsection (g) of this Code section may be 
combined with any entitlement available for exceptional growth pursuant to this 
subsection for the purpose of completing all construction needs identified at a school. 
Entitlements earned under this subsection shall not be withheld, recalculated, or 
otherwise reduced for any construction project approved under subsection (g) of this 
Code section. Exceptional growth entitlement shall be utilized for construction of new 
instructional units at an existing school or for new schools only for those schools which, 
following the completion of such construction, meet the minimum size specified in 
subsection (q) of this Code section. Other funding sources must be utilized for any 
renovation or modification activities which may be needed; and 
 
      (C) The local participation required under subsection (f) of this Code section and all 
other procedural requirements of this Code section are met. 
 
(k) The State Board of Education shall request separate appropriations for each of the 
following categories: 
 
   (1) Regular entitlements pursuant to subsection (g) of this Code section; 
 
   (2) Regular advance funding projects pursuant to paragraphs (1) through (4) of 
subsection (h) of this Code section; 
 
   (3) Construction projects resulting from the consolidation of schools across local school 
system lines pursuant to paragraph (5) of subsection (h) of this Code section; 
 
   (4) Construction projects resulting from merger of local school systems pursuant 

to subsection (a) of Code Section 20-2-291; 
 
   (5) Advance funding projects for consolidation or reorganization of schools pursuant to 
subsection (i) of this Code section; and 
 
   (6) Exceptional growth construction projects pursuant to subsection (j) of this Code 
section. 
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3) Transportation and Facilities Use 

 
One argument frequently made for school district consolidation is that it can increase 
transportation costs, including the cost of lost time for bused students.  However, in the 
case of a Valdosta-Lowndes merger, there are two likely scenarios:  
 

o Scenario 1: Only school district consolidation occurs and there is no 
school-level consolidation.  In this case there should no negative (or 
positive) impact on transportation costs since in this scenarios all students 
currently going to a particular school would continue to go to that school. 

o Scenario 2:  School enrollment areas are redesigned to make them more 
efficient in terms of transportation.    

 

Within Scenario 2, there is a potential for savings through a more rational use of existing 
facilities in terms of locating facilities in discrete service areas as opposed to facilities 
where there exists service area overlaps.   Such service area overlaps can result in higher 
transportation costs for both the school district and for parents of the children attending 
schools that are farther from their residences than would be the case were the facilities 
more rationally located.  In order to identify the extent to which there is a potential for the 
savings of this type, we geolocated all of the schools for the two systems and plotted 
these on a map.  We created one map for elementary school and another for middle and 
high schools.   In the plots below, City schools are marked in blue and County schools in 
yellow.  
 
There also exists a potential for savings in cases where consolidation would lead to 
surplus facilities due to a merging of functions and staff.   However, analysis of this type 
of savings is beyond the scope of the current study.  
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The plot of elementary schools suggests at least two areas were there appears to be 
service area overlap.   
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Because the service areas for middle and high schools are larger than for elementary 
school, the identification of possible service area overlaps is more difficult.  However, the 
pattern of school locations suggests that some of the City’s schools could more efficiently 
serve the County system students who reside in the eastern, and particularly the 
northeastern quadrant of the county.  In a similar manner, the County school located in 
the southern part of the City could more efficient.
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The Community Context: Residential and Income 
Segregation
 
This section addresses the question of what is the relationship between the organization 
of school systems, residential demographic patterns and economic development. 

Residential Segregation 

 
The dissimilarity index measures whether one particular group is distributed across 
census tracts in the metropolitan area in the same way as another group. A high value 
indicates that the two groups tend to live in different tracts. D ranges from 0 to 100. A 
value of 60 (or above) is considered very high. It means that 60% (or more) of the 
members of one group would need to move to a different tract in order for the two groups 
to be equally distributed. Values of 40 or 50 are usually considered a moderate level of 
segregation, and values of 30 or below are considered to be fairly low. 
 
The following table provides information on the top seven cities in Georgia on the 
Census 2000 dissimilarity index.   On this measure, Valdosta is fourth, indicating that 
residential segregation is high when compared to the average city in Georgia.   (It should 
be noted that a city’s minority population can represent a high, medium or low proportion 
of the population and still have a high or low dissimilarly index.  This is the case because 
the  dissimilarity index takes the distribution of the population by race at the city or 
regional level as given and then assesses how this population is distributed among the 
census tracts).    

 

Dissimilarly Index Measures, 2000 Census 
Rank City Black Population White Population Total Population Dissimilarity Index

1. Atlanta city 254,062 130,222 416,474 83.5 

2. Albany city 49,643 25,193 76,939 66.9 

3. Columbus city (balance) 80,698 90,200 185,781 65.3 

4. Valdosta city 21,091 20,440 43,724 61.5 

5. Savannah city 74,691 49,903 131,510 60.3 

6. Gainesville city 3,952 12,218 25,578 59.0 

7. LaGrange city 12,289 12,588 25,998 56.8 

 
 
Next, we chose Albany as a comparison community for Valdosta because it is of a similar 
size and is also in the interior of South Georgia.   As the two charts below indicate, both 
Valdosta and Albany have become less segregated since 1980, but Valdosta’s change to a 
more integrated city has progressed more than Albany.   
 
Valdosta Change 
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1980    73.6

1990    62.2  

2000  61.5 

 
 

Albany Change 
 
 

1980    72.5

1990    65.9  

2000     65  

 
 
What is missing from the dissimilarity index data is an ability to understand the level and 
change in segregation at the regional or metropolitan statistical area (MSA) level.  
Because Valdosta became an MSA in 2003, these data will be calculated for the first time 
in the 2010 Census.  
 

Income Segregation 

Is residential segregation in this metropolitan area a result of different groups having 
different income levels? In other words, when we see neighborhoods separated by race, is 
it really because households are segregated by social class? 

The following two tables shows the levels of segregation (the Index of Dissimilarity) 
between households with different income levels (under $30,000 in 2000 dollars, 
between $30,000 and $60,000, and over $60,000) for Valdosta and Albany in the 1990 
and 2000 censuses.   The tables show dissimilarity measures for poor-to-middle, poor-to-
affluent, and middle-to affluent relationships. The higher the measure, the more the 
income groups are segregated.  

These tables indicate that there is a substantial amount of segregation of residences by 
household income in both cities.   For example, the poor-to-affluent index measure in 
Valdosta for 2000 was 49.23 and in Albany it was 46.3.    These measures are fairly high 
and they suggest that some of the racial segregation may be associated with income 
segregation and vice versa.   

It is also interesting to note that while the poor-to-affluent dissimilarity index in Albany 
decreased significantly from 1990 (52.1) to 2000 (46.3) , the same measure in Valdosta 
increased slightly, from 49.1 to 49.23 during this same period.  
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Valdosta

Poor Middle income Affluent

1990 2000 1990 2000 1990 2000

Poor 0 0 28.07 25.65 49.1 49.23

Middle Income 28.07 25.65 0 0 31.37 31.76

Affluent 49.1 49.23 31.37 31.76 0 0

 
 

Albany 

 
Poor Middle income Affluent

1990 2000 1990 2000 1990 2000

Poor * * 29.3 25 52.1 46.3

Middle Income 29.3 25 * * 29.6 26.7

Affluent 52.1 46.3 29.6 26.7 * *

 
 
 
 

The Relationship between School Composition/Quality and 
Residential Patterns 

 

School Quality 

 
In April 2006, the National Fair Housing Alliance (NFHA) completed a three-year, 12-
city housing discrimination study titled Unequal Opportunity—Perpetuating Housing 
Discrimination in America. Using 145 sales tests in three geographic regions across the 
country, the NFHA found a subtle pattern of discrimination.  Essentially, instead of real 
estate agents steering white clients away from minority neighborhoods, these agents 
would use schools as a proxy for racial or ethnic composition of neighborhoods and 
communities. “Rather than telling white testers to avoid certain neighborhoods because of 
racial or ethnic composition, many real estate agents would tell the tester to avoid certain 
[poor quality] schools—schools that were racially identifiable.”14    While the focus of the 
NFHA study was on racial discrimination, it can be argued that the same result would 

                                                 
14 Expanding Educational Opportunity Through School and Housing Choice by Mmyron Orfield and 
Nicholas Wallace, CURA Reporter, Summer 2007.  
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occur even were school not racially identifiable.  That is, as a result of steering 
prospective homebuyers away from poor quality schools (or simply by self-selection 
based on school performance data), a segregation of schools and residences by SES will 
tend to occur.   
 
Hence, there is certainly some truth in the conventional wisdom that new homebuyers 
who have (or plan to have school age children) are willing to pay a premium for homes in 
areas where the schools are considered to be better than average.   Recently, in an attempt 
to provide more precision to this measure of conventional wisdom, one of the authors of 
this study conducted a survey with real estate experts around the country. The survey was 
focused on land-use and educational variables that might impact the price of housing.   
Respondents were asked to indicate how much of a premium they felt that consumers 
would be willing to pay to ensure that the home they were about to purchase provided 
certain other amenities (e.g., was located near good schools).   Specifically, the study 
found that respondents felt that potential homebuyers are willing to pay around 27% 
more for a home located within the boundaries of a school district’s top performing 
school versus a home located within the enrollment boundaries of a school that was in the 
bottom-half in terms of performance.   In the survey, respondents were specifically asked 
to consider elementary school enrollment zones as the frame of reference.    

Relevance for Valdosta-Lowndes County Situation:   What our study (and other 
research on) the impact of school quality on housing values indicates is that housing 
prices for exactly the same house will vary considerably based on the quality of the 
schools in the area where the house is located.  This impact is likely to have additional 
impacts including:   
 

1) A tendency for developers (all else being equal) to invest more heavily in areas 
where school quality is considered good;   
2) As development and investment expands in the areas where school quality is 
considered high, the population will tend to follow.  However, it is not just any 
population that follows; instead, the population that follows is one that is on average 
more affluent (i.e., able to pay the premium on housing located in the desirable school 
attendance zone).  
3) The potential for lower-income families to acquire more house-per-dollar-of- 
investment in the areas where school quality is below average (i.e., relatively speaking 
housing in these areas is discounted).  
4) Because of #2 and #3, there is a strong potential for a clustering of residents by 
income (i.e., lower income residents in the inner city and higher income residents in the 
suburban areas).  
5) As the lower performing schools attract fewer and fewer families with resources, the 
quality of these schools may deteriorate further, potentially creating a vicious cycle. 

 
The ultimate results of these secondary impacts are to create a pattern of development 
that is characterized by:  
 

 More sprawled than would otherwise be the case. 
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 A potential spatial mismatch between where the jobs exist and where critical 
elements of the workforce live (e.g., while the job growth in retail, construction, 
entertainment, and food services will tend to occur in the suburbs, much of the 
workforce that is needed to staff these establishments will live in the urban core).    

 A reduction in what economists call agglomeration economies (or the economies 
that exist because businesses, services, and the human capital involved in these 
are concentrated into a relatively narrow geographical area).  

 A potential for lower levels of economic growth.  This potential is based on the 
analogy between the impacts of separate school systems within an economic 
region and the impacts of separate jurisdictions within an economic region.   That 
is, research suggests that when cities grow in a way that is congruent with the 
growth in the economic region (e.g., annex newly developed areas), the result is a 
more economically dynamic economy and a more integrated population.     

 
As suggested above, there are essentially two scenarios for understanding the school level 
composition of students in a newly merged Valdosta-Lowndes school district.  

o Scenario 1: Only school district consolidation occurs and there is no 
school-level consolidation.  In this case there would be no change in the 
dynamic of school quality impacts on residential patterns (and vice versa). 

o Scenario 2:  School-level enrollment areas are changed in order to address 
the negative impacts of the school quality-residential pattern dynamic.  
For example, new enrollment districts are designed to provide for 
relatively equal levels of quality in terms of student achievement and 
family resources.  As a result of such changes, some secondary impacts 
might include:  

 A reduction in the premium on housing prices that currently exists 
in the areas where school quality is now higher than average.   

 A reduction in the discount on housing prices that currently exists 
in the areas where school quality is now lower than average.  

 A potential reversal in the sprawl, spatial mis-match, negative 
agglomeration economies, and negative prospects for long-term 
economic growth that were outlined above.   

 

Race, Income and School Segregation  

 
Residential patterns in terms of racial demographics also have an effect on school 
segregation.  Lankford and Wyckoff (2000) found that racial composition is one of the 
most important factors in school choice and residential location decisions.  Lankford and 
Wyckoff compared the proportions of white students in suburban and urban areas.  They 
found that whites are more likely to be enrolled in suburban public schools than urban 
public schools irrespective of the minority proportions.  Further, they found that for white 
students in both suburban and urban areas, the higher the proportion of minorities, the 
less likely whites are to be enrolled in public schools.  Since minority proportions are 
lower in suburban communities, Lankford and Wyckoff controlled for the difference in 
racial composition between urban and suburban public schools.  They found white 
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students would attend urban schools at nearly the same rate as suburban schools if their 
racial composition were the same.  This led them to believe that racial composition in 
public schools is a significant factor in determining where people live.
 
Relevance for Valdosta-Lowndes County Situation: As suggested above, there are 
essentially two scenarios for understanding the school level composition of students in a 
hypothetical newly merged Valdosta-Lowndes school district.  
 

o Scenario 1: Only school district consolidation occurs and there is no 
school-level consolidation.  In this case there would be no impact on the 
racial composition of the schools in the community.  

o Scenario 2:  School enrollment areas are redesigned to make them more 
balanced in terms of racial composition.  As a result of a movement 
toward more racial balance among the schools in the community, some 
secondary impacts might include:  

 Some increase in the number of families choosing to attend private 
schools.  (In the short run such an impact would save the 
community in terms of tax dollars that need to be collected or 
provide additional resources to students on a per capita basis.  In 
the long run, too heavy a reliance on private schools can 
undermine the community’s support for public schools.) 

 A reduction in the existing pattern of “white flight” from the 
Valdosta Schools.   In Valdosta, there is some evidence that white 
families with school age children may have moved out of the City 
as the Valdosta school system became more racially imbalanced 
(compared to the countywide population).   This implication is 
based on data showing that the percentage and numbers of blacks 
and Hispanics have increased over the last decade or more, while 
the percentage of white students has decreased.  That is, the 
proportion of the total school enrollment accounted for by black 
student enrollment in Valdosta City Schools increased from 66.1% 
in 1994 to 75.9% in 2007.  White student enrollment as a 
proportion decreased from 31.7% to 17.8% during this time.   
Stronger evidence for this white flight dynamic comes from 
Census Data indicating that during the decade of the 90’s, there 
was an actual 8% (or 1,108 residents) decline in the white resident 
population in Valdosta.  This was during a time when the County 
population as a whole increased by 10%.    

 Some limited amount of new “white flight” to outlying counties.  
The amount of white flight would be limited because as the school 
reached greater racial balance, the ability to find schools that have 
high percentages of white students is lowered.  The only choice in 
an area like Valdosta-Lowndes is to move completely out of the 
county.  However, both because of the geography of the area (i.e., 
such a choice would create a long commute) and the relative 
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quality of the schools in Valdosta compared with more rural 
counties, the out-of-county choice of residence may be limited. 15   

 
In addition to changes in the demographic composition of Valdosta vis a vis 
unincorporated Lowndes County, there also appears to have been changes in the relative 
median income of the residents in these two areas.  Specifically, in the 1990s’s Census, 
the median income of Valdosta residents and unincorporated county residents was 
approximately the same.  However in the period between 1990 and 2000, the median 
income of the unincorporated county residents rose much more quickly than that of the 
City residents (i.e., 48% versus 40%) such that the median income of the City residents is 
now more than $3100 less than that of the unincorporated county residents.  
 
 

Impacts on Residential Patterns by Race and Residential Wealth 

 
In theory, a school district consolidation can impact the demographics of the community.  
One hypothesis that can be explored is the potential for a unified school district to reduce  
the motivation of parents to shop for schools through shopping for residences in a higher 
achieving school district.   In the typical case of such school shopping, higher income 
parents will choose to purchase residences in the attendance areas of the higher achieving 
school district.  In these cases, one would see a movement of higher income parents to the 
higher achieving district.  Similarly, if the student body of one school district is made up 
primarily of students of a minority racial group, there may also be a tendency for 
majority-race parents to choose another school district.   When race and income are 
strongly associated as is the case in most of the United States, the tendency for parental 
choice, when given the opportunity, to maintain or exacerbate residential segregation is 
increased.  
 
By definition, a unified school district does not afford such opportunities to choose a 
different school district.  As such, one would expect it can still be the case that parents of 
school-age children will be able to shop for individual schools even within a single 
unified school district.  Hence, one would only expect a consolidation of school districts 
to have an impact on residential patterns if the school district consolidation also results in 
a more thorough integration of individual schools by race and class.   Without such 
school-level integration by race and class, parental choices of residence based on school 
quality or demographics are likely to maintain or exacerbate residential segregation.    
 

                                                 
15 Rossell (1975) analyzed the effect of desegregation on residential patterns.  Her research found that in 

the long term desegregation policies have little to no effect on “white flight.”  In the few districts where 
white flight occurred, this change occurred either before the policy was enacted or shortly thereafter.  
Rossell postures that whites do not leave a community because of problems with segregation, but rather 
fear of problems.  This explains why “high desegregation” school districts experienced lower white flight 
rates by the third year after desegregation than before the enactment of the policy.  She believes that in 
order to address concerns of desegregation, administrators must work to eliminate fear and controversy 
before the plain is implemented.  
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In this section of the report, we explore data that might shed some light on the 
relationship between school district consolidation and residential patterns.   In this regard, 
we only attempt to see if there is a relationship between district level consolidation and 
residential patterns; we do not attempt to see if school district consolidation led to more 
integration of the student bodies at individual schools.  The idea is that if school district 
consolidation does lead to more integration of the student bodies at individual schools 
that this impact will be reflected in residential patterns.  
 
 
Since 1987, six communities in Georgia have consolidated their school districts.  These 
consolidations generally involved a city school district giving up its charter.  The school 
districts that have been dissolved in this manner include:  
 
 
 

Table 1: School District Consolidations in Georgia 
SCHOOL DISTRICT COUNTY 

AMERICUS CITY SCHOOL DISTRICT SUMTER COUNTY 

FITZGERALD CITY SCHOOL 
DISTRICT 

BEN HILL COUNTY 

HOGANSVILLE CITY SCHOOL DIST TROUP COUNTY 

LAGRANGE CITY SCHOOL DISTRICT TROUP COUNTY 

THOMASTON CITY SCHOOL 
DISTRICT 

UPSON COUNTY 

WAYCROSS CITY SCHOOL 
DISTRICT 

WARE COUNTY 

 
 
Patterns of Dissimilarity

 
If a school district merger were to impact residential patterns, one might expect to see 
such an impact in a measure known as the dissimilarity index.   The dissimilarity index is 
an index that summarizes the level of segregation numerically.   Specifically, the 
dissimilarity index is a measure of the evenness dimension of segregation.  This 
dimension has generally been considered the most important dimension of  segregation, 
and the dissimilarity index has been the standard measure of evenness throughout the 
years.    Under this measure,  
 
“a group is segregated if it is unevenly distributed (meaning no group and non-group 
members share a common areal unit of residence). Zero segregation occurs when all areal 
units have the same proportion of the population group as the city as a whole.  
The index of dissimilarity measures the proportion of a group’s members that  
would have to move to achieve an even distribution of population groups in the  
city. The index ranges from 0 to 1 (or 0 to 100, if using percentages instead of  
proportions). For example, in 2000, the dissimilarity index was 0.82 for the black  
population in New York City – meaning 82% of the black population would have 

 47



Impacts of Single versus Multiple School Systems 

to move to achieve zero segregation.”16 
 
 
In order to test whether school consolidations may have impacted residential segregation, 
we collected hundreds of census tract data points for three sets of communities: the 
Valdosta-Lowndes community; the set of communities that have experienced a 
consolidation; and two control communities that have had a unified school district during 
the entire study period.  The study period included the time prior to the consolidations, 
the time during which consolidations took place, and the time since consolidation.  These 
periods are represented by the 1980, 1990, and 2000 censuses.  Using census tract data 
we calculated a dissimilarity index for each community (or county).  (Note: the calculated 
dissimilarity index is for the county rather than for the metropolitan area which can 
contain multiple counties).  The formula for calculating the dissimilarity index is 
provided in the Appendix.  The demographic data used in the calculation was for persons 
identified by a single race category.   
 
The following tables provide the results of the dissimilarity index calculations for black 
residents of the community.   Viewed as cross-section (i.e., comparing Lowndes to the 
other communities studied), these data suggest that Lowndes County has a substantially 
higher dissimilarity index than the other communities, suggesting that Lowndes is 
relatively more segregated than is the case with the other communities.     
 
 

Table 2: Changes in Lowndes Dissimilarity Index
1980 1990 2000

Lowndes 0.52 0.49 0.48

 Lowndes went from 13 to 16 to 26 tracts during the study period. 
 

Table 3: Changes in Dissimilarity Index of Communities that 

have Experienced a School District Merger
1980 1990 2000

Ben Hill* 0.15 0.27 0.25

Sumter*** 0.25 0.18 0.23

Troup 0.35 0.36 0.38

Upson** 0.37 0.28 0.36

Ware**** 0.38 0.40 0.35

* Ben Hill went from 3 to 4 tracts in the 1980-1990 period, i.e., a major change 
proportionally 
**Upson went from 5 to 6 tracts in the 1980-1990 period and from 6 to 7 tracts in 
the 1990-2000 period 
*** Sumter went from 7 to 8 tract in the 1980-1990 period  

**** Ware went from 5 to 10 to 9 tracts during the study period. 

                                                 
16 Department of Geography, McCalester College.  Geography Metro Analysis, 2005.  

http://www.macalester.edu/geography/faculty/smithl/courses/geog262/assignments/002.
pdf 
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Table 4: Changes in Dissimilarity

Index of Comparison Communities 

that Already Had Unified School 

Districts
1980 1990 2000

Decatur 0.28 0.36 0.33

Spalding 0.34 0.35 0.40

*Decatur went from 5 to 8 to 7 tracts in the 
study period 
*Spalding went from 8 to 12 tracts in the 
1980-90 period 

 
Unfortunately, when one looks at the trend in the data for the three sets of 

communities, the findings do not suggest any particular pattern of change in 

residential segregation.     We believe that the inability to identify any pattern in the 

results is due in part to the reliability of the dissimilarity index over time being 

sensitive to changes in the geography of the census tracts.  That is, it can be difficult, 

in cases where the geography changes substantially, to cull the changes that may be 

due to a policy or a change in policy (e.g., school district mergers) from changes that 

may be due to the redrawing of census tracts.   Information about the changes in the 
number of tracts in each census is provided following each table.  
  

Changes in Values of Residential Property17

 

                                                 
17 Housing Values

 
Economists have measured the impact of school district consolidation on capitalized 
housing prices.  In the most recent study,  Hu & Yinger (2007) found that consolidation 
boosted house values and rents by about 25 percent in very small school districts and that 
this effect declines with district enrollment, as expected based on economies of size.  
Consolidation appeared to have no impact on house values for districts with more than 
about 1700 pupils. 
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In addition to looking at changes in residential integration/segregation by race, we also 
attempted to identify the extent to which school district mergers might impact the value 
of residential property.  For this analysis, we collected tax digest data for Valdosta-
Lowndes and for a community experiencing two school district mergers in the late 1980s 
and early 1990s (i.e., Troup County).   Specifically, we attempted to see if the growth in 
the value of residential property was significantly different in the non-merged situation 
(i.e., Valdosta Lowndes) when compared to the merged situation (i.e., Troup).  In theory, 
in the non-merged situation, one would expect, all else being equal, increased growth in 
residential values in the part of the community where the higher achieving and lower 
minority-population school district exists (i.e., unincorporated Lowndes County).   
 
Similar to the findings on changes in median income presented in the previous section, 
the data presented in this section show that residential property increased in value more in 
the unincorporated area of the community than in the incorporated area.  This was true 
both at gross level and on a per capita basis.  In this section, we attempt to extend the 
analysis, however, so as to identify to the extent possible whether the relatively greater 
growth in residential property values in the unincorporated area is more substantial in a 
non-consolidated school district community than in a consolidated school district 
community.  
 
Specifically, one might expect a higher growth rate in unincorporated Lowndes County 
when compared the growth rate in the unincorporated part of the community where a 
school district merger has taken place (i.e., unincorporated Troup County).    The 
difficulty with testing this theory is controlling for other factors.  Fortunately, we can and 
do, by using per capita figures, control for changes in population.  Our measure is per 
capita gross assessed values of the improvement in residential property. (Improvements 
refer to the building and other features that have been added to raw land.)  However, we 
are not able to control for other factors that may also be contributing to differential 
investment.  One such factor may be the availability of undeveloped land.   Another is the 
provision of new infrastructure (water and sewer lines and transportation arteries) in the 
unincorporated area.  Each of these factors and others are likely to change the relative 
value and price of residing in the City versus the unincorporated part of the community.   
However, general observation suggests that for parents of school-age children school 
quality can be the determining factor in residential choice and in willingness to pay a 
premium.  Consequently, one might expect to see the impact of this factor on relative 
investment in the unincorporated areas of communities that have a merged via a vis not-
merged school district.  
 
The study period for this analysis is 1990-2007.  For this period we collected population 
data and assessed value data for the beginning and end years of the period.   The assessed 
values data are for property improvements (R1 tax digest code).  These data are presented 
in the tables below.  
 
Lowndes County 
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Table 5: Changes in Valdosta-Lowndes Population During the Study Period 
2007 2000 1990 % Change 

1990-2007 

Valdosta 45,830 43,724 39,806 15%

Lowndes 101,790 92,115 75,981 34%

Unincorporated 55,960 48,391 36,175 55%
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Table 6: Valdosta-Lowndes Residential Property 
Improvement Assessed Value 1990 

Lowndes Incorporated 1990 

RESIDENTIAL 

Code Count 40% Value
per Capita

40% Value 

R1 11,979 $    4,448.68 $177,083,968 
 

Lowndes unincorporated 1990 

RESIDENTIAL 

 
Code Count 40% Value

per Capita
40% Value 

R1 6,839  $   2,721.96 $98,466,942 
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Table 7: Valdosta-Lowndes Residential 
Property Improvement Assessed Value 2007

Lowndes Incorporated 2007 

RESIDENTIAL 

Code Count 40% Value 
per Capita

40% Value 
 

R1 30,066 $11,567.85 $530,152,687 
 

Lowndes unincorporated 2007 
 

RESIDENTIAL 

Code Count 40% Value 
per Capita

40% Value 
 

R1 46,055  $ 8,757.14 $490,051,026 

 
The data in the tables above suggest that while per capita residential improvement values 
were substantially higher in the incorporated areas of Lowndes County, the gap has 
closed substantially during the 18-year study period.  Table 8 below summarizes that 
change in the per capita investment in the unincorporated versus incorporated residential 
property.   As these data indicate, the growth in per capita value of residential 
improvements has been much greater in the unincorporated area of the county than in the 
incorporated area.   
 
 

Table 8: Percent Change in Values: 
Incorporated versus Unincorporated 

Percent Change in Per 
Capita Incorporated Values 
1990-2007 

260

Percent Change in  Per 
Capita Unincorporated 
Values 1990-2007 

321
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Troup County 

 
A parallel data analysis to that conducted for Lowndes County above was conducted for 
Troup County. The results of this analysis are presented in the tables below. 
 
 

Table 9: Changes in Troup County 
Incorporated/Unincorporated Population During the Study 

Period
2007 2000 1990 

Hogansville                   2,932 2,774 2,976

Lagrange 
27,928

25,998 25,597 

Incorporated 
30,859 28,772 28,573

2007 2000 1990 

Troup 63,535 58,779 55,536 

Unincorporated 
32,676 30,007 26,963

 
Table 10: Troup County  Residential Property 

Improvement Assessed Value 1990

Troup Unincorporated 1990 
 

RESIDENTIAL 

Code Count 40% Value
per Capita

40% Value 
 

R1 6,888  $    3,570.39 96,268,354 
 

Troup Incorporated 1990 

Code Count 40% Value 
per Capita

40% Value 
 

R1 9,207  $    3,594.43 102,703,785 
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Table 11: Troup County  Residential Property 

Improvement Assessed Value 2007

Troup Unincorporated 2007 

RESIDENTIAL 

 
Code Count 40% Value per 

Capita
40% Value 

R1 10,984  $          11,812.80 385,993,016 
 

Troup Incorporated 2007 
 
Code Count 40% Value per 

Capita
40% Value 
 

R1 10,116  $            9,551.56 294,753,276 

  
 

Table 12: Percent Change in Values: 
Incorporated versus Unincorporated 

Percent Change in Per 
Capita Incorporated Values 
1990-2007 

266

Percent Change in  Per 
Capita Unincorporated 
Values 1990-2007 

331

Percentage point difference between Incorporated and Unincorporated Change in 
Lowndes: 61 
 
Percentage point difference between Incorporated and Unincorporated Change in Troup: 
65

Conclusions:  When one compares the rate of relative growth in assessed values of 

residential improvement properties (in the incorporated versus unincorporated 

areas) in Lowndes and Troup counties the differences are very small, suggesting 

that without further controls (e.g., on differences such as relative availability of 

undeveloped land, etc.), it is impossible to conclude that school district mergers 

impact the relative investments or values of residential improvements.
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Other Consolidation Economic and Service Impact 
Issues
 
Tax Bills and Millage Rates 

School District Consolidation can help build better citizen understanding of their 
community as it eliminates two separate millage rates and the potential for citizens and 
property owner to be confused by these separate rates.  As the table below indicates, it is 
currently the case that Valdosta property owners pay a slightly lower property tax rate 
than do unincorporated Lowndes County property owners.   
 
 

Table 13: 2005 Millage Rates 
(Used in the most Current GDOE 
Equalization Grant Calculations)

Lowndes 15.149 

Valdosta 
City 

14.980 

 
 
Because consolidation would result in a single tax rate, it can help to reduce tax billing 
costs as there is no need to calculate and send separate bills for the two school systems.   
 
While consolidation can help put all community members into the same position with 
regard to school property taxes, it also equalizes the amount of property that is “backing” 
each student in the two school systems.   Currently, students in the Valdosta School 
System have more assessed property value supporting them on a per student basis than do 
students in the Lowndes County School System.    
 
Consequently, if we assume that tax rates will be equalized in a merged school 

system, the likely impact would be that students in Valdosta would have less 

property tax value support per student than is currently the case, while students in 

Lowndes County would have more property tax value support per student than is 

currently the case.   Similarly, property owners in Valdosta would likely experience 

a slight tax increase, while property owners in unincorporated Lowndes County 

would experience a slight tax decrease.   

    

Special Programs 

A larger school district may be able to provide more programs for special and exceptional 
children.  This would be the case because smaller school systems often do not have the 
minimum number of students to justify the creation of certain programs.  Also, existing 
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special programs should be able to achieve better economies of scale in a consolidated 
system. 
 
Personnel Compensation Impact 

Total compensation for school personnel can be impacted in at least three ways by a 
school district merger.  First, there is a potential for higher total costs assuming that the 
faculty and staff of the school system with the lower local salary supplement will receive 
the higher salary of the school system with the higher local salary supplement.     In order 
to provide a rough estimate of these costs we gathered data on the local supplement 
schedules for the two systems.  

         Number of Teachers:  660 

Lowndes County Local Supplement Schedule 

Completed

years

0-8  9-13 14-19 20+

Supplement 1600 1900 2200 2500

       Number of Teachers:  796

 
Based on the salary supplement schedule for the two systems, it appears that Lowndes 
County provides higher supplements.   While a full analysis of the additional cost of 
bringing the Valdosta Schools supplement up to the level of the Lowndes County 
supplement is beyond the scope of this study, if we were to assume that the average 
supplement shortfall for Valdosta teachers was $500, the cost of equalizing the pay of the 
teachers in the two systems would be $330,000 ($500 time 660 teachers). 

Secondly, there is a potential higher cost due to having to merge the employee benefit 
plans of the two systems.  In a typical merger, there is some additional cost of providing 
the higher-valued benefits (among the two school systems) to the school personnel who 
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currently receive the lower-valued health, dental, life and disability benefits.  Because the 
level and type of benefits received by employees will differ due to employee choices and 
circumstances, estimating the cost of equalizing benefits is beyond the scope of this 
study.  However, in most cases of government consolidation the equalization of benefit is 
typically not a major cost.  This is due to the fact that there is no obligation to equalize 
retirement benefits (which in the case of the school system employees are already 
equalized).   

 
While the equalization of compensation and benefits will tend to raise costs, one of the 
expected impacts of consolidation—the elimination of duplicative department director 
positions—should work to lower total compensation costs.  However, it should be noted 
that in the case of school districts there are typically not as many director-type positions 
as there might be, for example, in a general purpose local government.  Moreover, as part 
of many consolidation efforts there is typically a guarantee made to current employees 
that they will continued to be employed at their current salary.          

In sum, there are likely to be short-term costs to equalizing the personnel 

compensation packages of the two system, but long-term cost increases are unlikely,  

and there is some potential for long-term savings.   

Local Control and School governance

 
Consolidation has reduced the number of districts, while decentralization (e.g., 
devolution of some governance to the individual schools) reduces the size of the school 
district by dividing it into smaller units. 
 
Unity of Administration   

 
While total school district consolidation by default creates a unified school 
administration, there have been some instances of successful sharing of a superintendent 
among two rural counties. The biggest incentive for school districts to share a 
superintendent is the cost savings but such an arrangement could also support greater 
intra-community collaboration. 18 
 
 

                                                 
18 Shared Superintendency and Educational Reform. . By: Jess, Jim. 1991 11 pp. (ED353105) 
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Implementation and Legal Issues 
 

Justice Review  

 
The consolidation of the Lowndes County and Valdosta City School Districts also 
presents legal issues.  The U.S. Justice Department must approve of the new 
government’s structure to ensure that the government does not disenfranchise protected 
minority groups.  The Justice Department’s investigation ensures that the new 
government formation serves its stated purpose and not given for pretextual reasons.  
 
 

Prior Experiences 

UGA Faculty interviewed state and local officials and community leaders to identify 
issues among communities that have either consolidated their school systems in the past 
or have attempted to do so.  Findings from these interviews include:  
 

 School district consolidation can be quite difficult for some communities.  For 
example, there have been 3 studies of school consolidation in Jackson County 
where the studies generally had findings that were positive for the merger option.  
However, these studies did not lead to a successful merger.   

 

 There is a need to have the movement come from the school leadership.  Hard for 
outside people or groups to lead the movement.  

 

 The Georgia Department of Education must conduct a study that focuses 
primarily on the issues of facility use prior to implementing a merger.   

 
 

 There are various reasons for communities choosing to implement a merger.   No 
two communities are alike.  Some school districts merged because one school 
system was having financial difficulties.  The merged system was more 
financially stable.  

 

 Overall, the loss of state QBE funding for administrators that can occur as a result 
of a consolidation is miniscule.  When schools work out the details of reducing 
the number of total administrative positions, the savings tend to outweigh the 
costs.  Relevance for Valdosta-Lowndes: The current study does not attempt to 
provide a detailed analysis of the potential savings due to the reduction in 
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duplicative services.  However, the current study has provided estimates of the 
potential loss of a slight amount of state funding if the systems consolidate.  
Consequently, the reader should be careful not to give these loss estimates more 
weight than they deserve.   

 

 Sometimes mergers tend to take a good bit of time to really succeed as a unified 
system.  Pre-existing rivalry-- even sports rivalry-- tends to damage the 
effectiveness of the new system.  This appeared to be the case in the Sumter and 
Americus consolidation:  it took a long time to really merge.   

 

 Having a large differential in size of the systems being merged tends to make it go 
more smoothly.  

 

 As part of the merger process the GDOE conducts a school “facility need” 
calculation for the new merged system.  The resulting needs assessment can be 
quite different than for the needs assessment that the GDOE might produce for the 
individual systems.   Consequently, the probability for the assessment to 
conclude, for example, that the new merged system will need to create a new 
school could change (either up or down) from the assessment of a need for a new 
school provided to the two pre-existing school systems.  Relevance for Valdosta-

Lowndes:  Lowndes County already has a small new high school planned.  Such 
a plan might be changed.  

Perceptions of the Economic Development Community 

This section of the report is designed to answer the question of whether leaders of 
economic and community development view particular school system organization 
options as more or less attractiveness and more or less beneficial to development.  
   
 
Interview/Survey Design 

 
 
The development of a survey designed to assess underlying perceptions of a topic that is 
as potentially controversial as school organization presents certain challenges.  No survey 
is entirely without some wording that can potentially skew the responses of 
interviewees..  The task is to minimize these features.  In this survey, we created a 
hypothetical scenario of Community A and Community B where "all else was equal" 
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with the exception of the nature of the school governance.  The use of hypothetical 
communities was designed to help eliminate bias that might exist due to factors other 
than school governance.  For example, if we had used Valdosta and Lowndes school 
systems as the example for Community B and  Dougherty County as the example for 
Community A, respondents' unrelated impressions about these communities might impact 
their answer.   Moreover, such specificity would have been counterproductive in  a 
survey designed primarily for persons who do not live in the Valdosta-Lowndes 
community.  As researchers our task was to minimize the unusual or idiosyncratic aspects 
of a specific case that could bias responses.  This is particularly the case for a survey that 
is designed to identify the value of a general policy option. Our creation of the 
hypothetical Community A and Community B was designed specifically to try to address 
just this source of bias.  That is, in answering a policy question where there is the 
potential for extraneous fear (e.g., consolidation will result in a merger of my alma mater 
with that of a cross-town rival) to bias the survey, it is the job of the researcher to try to 
eliminate the potential for such fears to skew the responses.   
 
We also did not provide elaborate descriptions of the governance options or their 
potential advantages and disadvantages.   To do so would have risked our leaving out 
some advantages or disadvantages or having some advantages or disadvantages appear to 
be stronger than others.   For example, a description of the importance of community 
cooperation could have biased the responses toward the unified school district, while a 
description praising the benefits of competition would have biased responses in the other 
direction.  
 
It should be noted that survey does not attempt to identify opinions on all of the 
dimensions on which there might be differences in the impacts of the two school-system 
governance options.   The purpose of the survey was to focus on the dimensions that are  
most closely aligned with the interest of the business community  (e.g., coordination with 
schools, school-business partnership, etc.) .  It could be the case that on these dimensions 
the "common sense" responses would tend to favor a unified school district.  However, 
this finding that one’s perception of what is “obviously” the correct response actually is 
the common response is not unusual in survey research.    We recognize that in this 
regard, every survey that does not attempt to poll on every dimension of an issue can be 
considered "biased."  Obviously, the community might benefit from multiple groups 
conducting surveys that focus on the various dimensions of the issue that seem most 
important to them.  The result in this regard might be a more thorough airing of the issue, 
but for this Chamber-sponsored study, the focus is on the perceptions that relate school 
system organization and economic development.   
 
We believe that the survey findings provide a fair view of the opinions of the respondents 
on the objective value of school district consolidation--and a view that is much fairer than 
one that would have been produced were we to have asked about a specific consolidation 
where issues extraneous to nature of the policy decision could impact the results.
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Interview Findings Introduction  
 
This report summarizes the findings of three sets of interviews: 1) interviews with 
business site location consultants; 2) interviews with leaders in communities that have 
experienced a consolidation in the last 20 years; and 3) business leaders in peer 
communities to Valdosta-Lowndes.  
 
All of the interview respondents were asked to compare two hypothetical school districts 
(see Community A and B below) and to identify which community—all else being 
equal—would have an advantage with regard to some dimension of school and 
community development.   

 
Community A Community B 

 Multiple school systems 

 Multiple superintendents 

 Multiple finance, personnel, 
facilities, and transportation service 
units (i.e., each school system will 
have  one set of these units) 

 Multiple school boards 

 Multiple  sets of policies, 
procedures, and programs 

 Some school systems made up 
almost entirely of minority students, 
while others are almost entirely 
white. 

 Some school systems will have high 
performance levels and others low 
performance levels. 

 

 One unified school system 

 One superintendent 

 One set of finance, personnel, 
facilities, and transportation service 
units in the school system 

 One school board 

 One  sets of policies, procedures, 
and programs 

 An integrated student body that 
reflects the demographics of the 
community. 

 There is one performance level for 
the entire school system.  

 

 
 
Specific dimensions that respondents were asked to assess included: 

 
Businesses forming school-business partnerships 

Businesses being able to influence school curricula and 
policy 

Businesses having capacity to manage the scheduling of 
employees who are parents of school-age children  

Business employees ability to comprehend, influence, and 
participate in school system policies, procedures, and 
programs 

The community’s ability to address community needs that 
are related to school operations 

The community’s ability to manage issues of diversity and 
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human relations 

The community’s ability to limit distortions in the housing 
market 

Educational leaders’ ability to streamline the business 
operations (e.g., finance, personnel, transportation, etc.) of 
the school systems 

The community’s ability to have lower school property 
taxes (all else being equal).   
 

The community’s ability to maintain an image of 
educational quality. 
 

The community’s ability to cultivate the skilled workforce 
of the future  

The community’s ability to avoid divisions based on social, 
racial and economic characteristics. 

The community’s ability to provide a wide array of school 
programs and services 

The community’s ability to conduct a comprehensive 
educational improvement effort   
 

 
In addition to these dimensions, respondents were also asked to indicate which 
community they would choose to locate their new or expanded business.  
 
Business site locator and peer community respondents were also asked to assess on a 
scale of 1 to 5 how important a number of different community amenity values were to 
economic development, with a “unified school district” being one of these values.  
 

 Importance
1= not important at all.... 5 = very important  

FACTOR (Circle one) 

City-County collaboration 1  2  3  4  5 

A unified school district through which the 
quality of education can be identified 

1  2  3  4  5 

…. 
 
 
Respondents in communities where a school district consolidation had taken place in the 
last 20 years were asked a number of more open-ended questions regarding different 
potential advantages and disadvantages that the community might have experienced with 
regard to the pre- and post-merger school system(s) environment. 
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Business Site Locators 

Methodology 

CVIOG faculty and staff identified business cite locators from independent searches, 
calls to industry and development associations, and from available databases from 
Southern development associations (e.g., the North Alabama Industrial Development 
Association).  We compiled a list of 65 business site locators.  CVIOG faculty and staff 
called every business site locator at least once and most were called a number of times 
until a respondent was either made available or refused to participate in the survey.  
Seventeen site locator consultants completed the survey.  The survey can be found in 
Appendix A.  Ten respondents either believed that they could not assist in the study or 
were uninterested.     

Findings 

Section I 

 
The interviews conducted with business site locators indicated that a consolidated 

school district is preferred to multiple school districts by business site locators on 

the vast majority of the dimensions assessed.  When asked, these individuals 
consistently stated that uniformity and eliminating redundancy were the reasons they 
preferred a consolidated school district.  With a single school district, respondents 
indicated that businesses would have an easily identifiable contact in the community and 
school systems would not have to compete for business’ attention. 
 
Only one respondent (5.9%) stated that he would prefer to locate his business in an area 
with multiple school districts.  This respondent believed that multiple school districts will 
be better able to cater to business needs.  Additionally, he asserted that parents can be 
more involved in smaller districts.   
 
Two of the seventeen respondents (11.8%) reported that school district organization 
would not make a difference in their location decisions.  These respondents selected the 
consolidated district as having an advantage on nearly all of their answers, but 
nevertheless indicated that school district organization would not make a difference for 
their business site location decision.  Their answers were consistent with the score of 3 
that each gave to the importance of having a unified school district in Section II. 
 
Eleven of the seventeen respondents (64.7%) believed that business employees who are 
parents of school-age children will be better able or just as likely to comprehend, 
influence, and participate in school system policies, procedures, and programs under 
multiple school districts.  However, the response of the six minority-opinion respondents 
(35.3%) indicated that some business site locators recognized that larger school districts 
could potentially reduce community engagement.  Nevertheless, most of the respondents 
who had a minority opinion on this issue nevertheless chose the consolidated district over 
multiple school districts.  This finding is somewhat conflicting with a finding in Section 
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II because the site locators ranked “strength of civic involvement and community 
engagement” fourth on a list of sixteen factors.  
 
The interviewees were also less confident that consolidated school districts would be 
better able to address community needs with regard to social services, the cultivation of 
the skilled workforce of the future, or the ability to minimize divisions based upon racial 
and economic characteristics.  Additionally, there was no consensus among the business 
site locator respondents that a consolidated school district will experience fewer 
distortions in the housing market with all things being equal.  
 
 

Business Site Locators Averages 
N=17

Dimension Preferred A Preferred B No
difference 

Other (N/A, Not Sure, 
Depends) 

Businesses forming 
school-business 
partnerships 

17.6 70.6 11.8 0.0

Businesses being able to 
influence school 
curricula and policy 

11.8 82.4 5.9 0.0

Businesses having 
capacity to manage the 
scheduling of 
employees who are 
parents of school-age 
children  

11.8 70.6 17.6 0.0

Business employees 
ability to comprehend, 
influence, and 
participate in school 
system policies, 
procedures, and 
programs 

41.2 35.3 23.5 0.0

The community’s 
ability to address 
community needs that 
are related to school 
operations 

17.6 70.6 5.9 5.9

The community’s 
ability to manage issues 
of diversity and human 
relations 

5.9 70.6 17.6 5.9

The community’s 
ability to limit 

11.8 70.6 17.6 0.0
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distortions in the 
housing market 

Educational leaders’ 
ability to streamline the 
business operations 
(e.g., finance, personnel, 
transportation, etc.) of 
the school systems 

11.8 82.4 0.0 5.9

The community’s 
ability to have lower 
school property taxes 
(all else being equal)  
 

5.9 76.5 11.8 5.9

The community’s 
ability to maintain an 
image of educational 
quality 
 

11.8 82.4 0.0 5.9

The community’s 
ability to cultivate the 
skilled workforce of the 
future  

23.5 41.2 29.4 5.9

The community’s 
ability to avoid 
divisions based on 
social, racial and 
economic characteristics 

17.6 76.5 5.9 0.0

The community’s 
ability to provide a wide 
array of school 
programs and services 

11.8 88.2 0.0 0.0

The community’s 
ability to conduct a 
comprehensive 
educational 
improvement effort   
 

5.9 82.4 0.0 11.8

Business site locators 
preference for school 
system organization 

5.9 76.5 11.8 5.9
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Section II 

 
The means for quality of life factors for business site locators are located in Appendix B. 
Having business and industrial training institutions in the community was unquestionably 
the highest-rated quality of life factor.  Every respondent, except for two, gave the factor 
a perfect score of 5.  Following training institutions were the factors of ability to 
complete permits online and low crime rate, respectively.  The importance of city-county 
collaboration and civic involvement were tied for third place.  The high ranking for city-
county collaboration was consistent with the strong preference for consolidated school 
districts.  The presence of a unified school district through which the quality of education 
could be identified was tied with an attractive local government website and natural 
resources for fourth place.  Public transportation and the quality of public buildings were 
the lowest rated factors that influence business site locations.  While business site 
locators attributed high importance to city-county collaboration, the low ranking of a 
unified school district indicated that they value city-county collaboration for reasons 
other than school organization. 
 

Consolidated School Districts 
 

Methodology 

 
Our study targeted five consolidated school districts in Georgia:  Americus-Sumter 
County, Fitzgerald-Ben Hill County, Hogansville-LaGrange/Troup County, Thomaston-
Upson County, and Waycross-Ware County.  Our search began with contacting the local 
chambers of commerce and boards of education.  We asked individuals at these 
organizations to provide us with the contact information of community members that 
were in the community before the consolidation.  This method produced a total of 36 
contacts with 25 individual contacts.  We called every contact at least once and called 
some contacts several times.  We were able to complete interviews with over half (13) of 
our individual contacts.  Only four community contacts were unable to provide 
interviews.  Of these individuals, three claimed that they were not in the community long 
enough to assist with the study. 

Findings 

 
The interviews with the consolidated school districts similarly indicated a preference for 
a consolidated school district.  Every individual with whom we spoke, except one, stated 
that they would not go back to multiple school districts.  The advantages of having a 
consolidated school district most often mentioned included:  

 Reduced duplication of services  

 Increased uniformity in curriculum and facilities.   
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 Increased course offerings.   
 
The interviewees also believe that a consolidated school system would be better for 
businesses because they would have one primary contact in the community which would 
facilitate communication and prevent unproductive competition for resources and 
attention from businesses that have limited amounts of both.  Consolidated school 
systems were also recognized as being a cost saver for businesses when compared to 
having multiple school districts.  As some respondents pointed out, in a unified school 
system community businesses only have to purchase advertising (e.g., in support of 
educational leaflet, booklets, etc.) from one school district.  
 
Much less frequently, respondents mentioned a disadvantage of consolidation such as:  

 Loss of individual attention (due to district or school being too large)  

 Loss of a school-district community identity.  
 
Also, it was suggested by a few respondents that consolidation at the district level may 
lead to individual school consolidation. While it was suggested that school level 
consolidation may be of some worth in cases where the individual schools are quite 
small, it can also result in schools that are too large for effective operation and 
management.   In the case of the Ware County School System, the high schools from 
Waycross City School District and Ware County School System were merged into one 
new facility.  Two of the respondents from that community stated that this new high 
school was too large.  Another respondent from the Thomaston-Upson School System 
also suggested that the merger of the districts had resulted in school mergers that were 
not entirely desirable.  
 
Loss of community identity came in the form of changes in athletics programs and 
adjusting frame of references.  Interviewees in South Georgia, which has strong football 
programs, indicated that combining football programs was one of the hardest parts of 
consolidation.  Residents that have been established in a community often have a hard 
time eliminating the “us vs. them” mentality.  Community contacts indicated that it was 
older individuals, rather than children, than had the most problems adjusting to change. 
Rather than consider themselves members of Hogansville, residents of consolidated 
districts must consider themselves to be members of Troup County.  Respondents 
suggested that “some people may be reluctant to consider the big picture because they are 
very comfortable with their current arrangement.” 
 
 One respondent, who was a superintendent in one of the studied districts during 
consolidation, believes that it takes about 3-5 years for people to adjust to these changes.  
 
At least one respondent reported that minorities located in the city perceived the 
consolidation as leading to a loss of political power.  Due to the potential demographic 
changes resulting form the proposed school consolidation (e.g., a merging of an African 
American majority district with a white majority district), one superintendent was 
contacted by the Department of Justice.  He then had to create a plan which ensured that 
schools were within 10% of the racial makeup of the community.     
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In addition to answering prepared questions, interviewees also eagerly provided advice 
for a Valdosta-Lowndes County school consolidation.  First, it was suggested that 
Valdosta residents vote to remove their city charter and not allow Lowndes County to 
vote on whether they will absorb the Valdosta school system into Lowndes County.  
Lowndes County is required to take Valdosta in after its charter is removed.  This method 
was used in both the Waycross-Ware consolidation and Hogansville-LaGrange-Troup 
consolidation.  Second, interviewees suggested that district lines be redrawn like pieces 
of pie to include members from both the city and the county.  This will force all elected 
officials to address the needs of both groups.  Third, interviewees believed that the 
community should implement all changes at one time.  The Americus City School 
System and Sumter County School System consolidated high schools years after the 
district consolidation.  A respondent familiar with that system thought that it would have 
been better to introduce these changes during rough times than to implement it after 
issues were starting to smooth out.  She also believed that whatever athletic program 
consolidation is going to occur should be implemented immediately upon consolidation 
as well.  Lastly, respondents stressed the importance of focusing on the children.  Older 
members of the community, including administrators, will likely have problems with any 
changes to school organization.  Nevertheless, these individuals will not be in the 
community forever.  As one respondent indicated, “Make sure you do the right thing:  
consolidate.” 
 

Business Leaders in Peer Communities 
 

Methodology  

 
We identified Athens, LaGrange, Rome, Dalton, Warner Robbins, and Albany as peer 
communities of Valdosta due to size and infrastructure.  Contacts for peer communities 
were gathered primarily from the local chamber of commerce or economic development 
authority.  We were also able to procure contacts from the largest employers in the 
targeted areas from the Department of Labor as well as from websites which provided 
information on business organizations, such as the Athens Downtown Development 
Authority.  Finally, for some communities we consulted the online edition of the local 
newspaper to identify a list of top employers in the community.   
 
We were able to conduct 18 interviews from a list of 135 business contacts.  We found 
that is was difficult to speak to the appropriate authority and frequently left messages 
only to have these messages go unreturned.  While most community business contacts did 
not return our calls, it does not follow that they were uninterested in our study.  Only 
eight respondents refused or stated that they were unable to assist with the study.    
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Findings 

Section I 

While members of peer communities preferred consolidated school districts over multiple 
school districts on the majority of the dimensions assessed, they selected multiple school 
districts over a consolidated district in one instance.  Forty-four percent (44.4%) of 
respondents replied that multiple school districts would provide a wider array of school 
programs and services than a consolidated school district.  Only 33.3% of respondents 
believed that a consolidated school district would provider a wider array of programs and 
services.  
 
Some peer community respondents did, however, indicate that school district 
composition would not matter in some instances.  Seven interviewees (38.9%) believed 
that parental influence and participation in the school system would be unaffected by the 
type of school system.  Additionally nine respondents (50%) believed that school system 
organization would not affect or distort the housing market.  Business leaders in peer 
communities also were not convinced that consolidated school systems would be likely to 
lower property taxes or manage issues of diversity and human relations.  
 
Most respondents selected the unified school system option as preferable in some 
measure because they placed a value on uniformity.  They suggested that small 
differences between the school districts, such as dress code and hours of operation, can 
turn into big problems.  They also believe that multiple school systems can lead to an 
imbalance in the community, and that a unified school district would afford greater 
economies of scale.  
 
One respondent, from the Athens Area Chamber of Commerce, provided a unique 
perspective.  He believed that it’s not school structure, but school policy that influences 
business site location decisions.  He asserted that when businesses are looking at a 
community, they care about existing figures; they would rather move into an area with a 
well-performing multiple-district system, than a poor-performing consolidated system.  
He also asserted that businesses are not looking to move into communities that are 
plagued with tension.  Since school consolidation is often a controversial issue, a 
consolidated district may actually deter businesses from moving into a community during 
the consolidation process.  
 
One respondent who favored the consolidated district nevertheless raises a novel 
argument against consolidation.  He asserted that businesses benefit from having a 
consolidated school district because there is less rivalry and increased likelihood for 
success.  However, he stated that if there is a bad public consolidated school system, 
businesses will then be forced to turn to the private sector.  If there were multiple public 
school districts, businesses could shift their business to the other public school system. 
 
Only four peer community respondents (22.2%) chose multiple school districts over a 
consolidated district: These respondents were all from the banking industry.  One cited 
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their desire to cater to their large Hispanic community as a reason for preferring multiple 
school systems, while another raised concerns about the quality of education in a 
consolidated school system. 

Community Contacts Averages 
N=18

Dimension Preferred A Preferred B No
difference 

Other (N/A, Not Sure, 
Depends) 

Businesses forming 
school-business 
partnerships 11.1 66.7 22.2 0.0

Businesses being able to 
influence school 
curricula and policy 

11.1 77.8 11.1 0.0

Businesses having 
capacity to manage the 
scheduling of 
employees who are 
parents of school-age 
children  

0.0 77.8 22.2 0.0

Business employees 
ability to comprehend, 
influence, and 
participate in school 
system policies, 
procedures, and 
programs 11.1 50.0 38.9 0.0

The community’s 
ability to address 
community needs that 
are related to school 
operations 16.7 72.2 11.1 0.0

The community’s 
ability to manage issues 
of diversity and human 
relations 22.2 55.6 22.2 0.0

The community’s 
ability to limit 
distortions in the 
housing market 11.1 38.9 50.0 0.0
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Educational leaders’ 
ability to streamline the 
business operations 
(e.g., finance, personnel, 
transportation, etc.) of 
the school systems 

11.1 88.9 0.0 0.0

The community’s 
ability to have lower 
school property taxes 
(all else being equal)  
 22.2 55.6 22.2 0.0

The community’s 
ability to maintain an 
image of educational 
quality 
 16.7 61.1 22.2 0.0

The community’s 
ability to cultivate the 
skilled workforce of the 
future  16.7 77.8 5.6 0.0

The community’s 
ability to avoid 
divisions based on 
social, racial and 
economic characteristics 16.7 66.7 16.7 0.0

The community’s 
ability to provide a wide 
array of school 
programs and services 

44.4 33.3 22.2 0.0

The community’s 
ability to conduct a 
comprehensive 
educational 
improvement effort   
 5.6 77.8 11.1 5.6

Community Contacts 
preference for school 
system organization 22.2 44.4 16.7 16.7

Section II 
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The means for quality of life factors for business leaders in peer communities are located 
in Appendix C. Members of peer communities and business site locators had similar 
preferences regarding the importance of quality of life factors.  The most important 
factors for members of peer communities were a low crime rate and the presence of 
business and industrial training institutions in the community.  Like business site locators, 
city-county collaboration and civic and community engagement were highly ranked.  
However, members of peer communities regarded a clean environment record as 
significant, while it was moderately important for business site locators. 
 
The two lowest factors were an attractive, well-organized local government website and 
quality of public buildings, respectively.  The availability of public transportation and the 
presence of a government-business council were tied for the third lowest ranked factors.  
It is noteworthy that the ability to complete business-related applications, permits, and 
licenses online immediately followed.  This factor was second for business site locators.   
 

Statistical Analysis 
 
We ran an ANOVA test to demonstrate whether there was a difference between the 
means of the business site locators and those of the community leaders located in peer 
communities.  We found that there are statistically significant differences between the 
means even with a 99% confidence level ( =.01).  The table with the findings is included 
in Appendix D. 
 
The largest variance between the two groups comes from their means on the importance 
of the quality of public transportation.  Recall that the quality of public transportation was 
the lowest ranked factor for business site locators.  While this factor was still ranked 
relatively low for businesses in peer communities, the variance between these two groups 
was large. 
 
The second largest variance came from the ability to complete business licenses and 
applications on an online government website.  The business site locators regarded this 
factor as their second highest, but the members of peer communities ranked this factor 
relatively poorly. 
 
The third largest variance is the unified school district factor.  This factor was tied for 
third lowest amongst business site locators, but above average for businesses located in 
peer communities.  These differences in responses indicate the relative weight that these 
groups might give to the importance of school consolidation.  That is, school 
consolidation is more likely to be seen as important by local businesses that are 
considering expansion than by businesses that are employing business site location 
consultants to identify a host community for their new facilities and operations.  
However, given that the process for new business site location involves identification of 
small differences between highly competitive communities, even small factors cannot be 
dismissed as unimportant.   
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Conclusion
 
In conclusion all three groups–business site locators, community members in districts that 
have already consolidated, and business leaders in peer communities–favored 
consolidated school districts over multiple school districts.  These individuals believed 
that consolidated school districts provide uniformity, a reduction in redundancy, and 
clearer communication.  Consolidation may, however, result in fewer programs and 
services or declined parental involvement in or comprehension of school programs, 
policies, and procedures. 
 
While they believed that the benefits outweigh the costs, members of communities that 
have already consolidated asserted that the process is difficult.  Long-time residents can 
be expected to resist the changes to their community.  These individuals often think in 
terms of the just the city or the county.  These feelings are intensified when there are 
racial differences between the city and county or when both districts have strong athletic 
programs.   
 

Overall Averages 
N=35

Dimension Preferred A Preferred B No
difference 

Other (N/A, Not Sure, 
Depends) 

Businesses forming 
school-business 
partnerships 14.3 68.6 17.1 0.0

Businesses being able to 
influence school 
curricula and policy 

11.4 80.0 8.6 0.0

Businesses having 
capacity to manage the 
scheduling of 
employees who are 
parents of school-age 
children  

5.7 74.3 20.0 0.0

Business employees 
ability to comprehend, 
influence, and 
participate in school 
system policies, 
procedures, and 
programs 25.7 42.9 31.4 0.0
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The community’s 
ability to address 
community needs that 
are related to school 
operations 17.1 71.4 8.6 2.9

The community’s 
ability to manage issues 
of diversity and human 
relations 14.3 62.9 20.0 2.9

The community’s 
ability to limit 
distortions in the 
housing market 11.4 54.3 34.3 0.0

Educational leaders’ 
ability to streamline the 
business operations 
(e.g., finance, personnel, 
transportation, etc.) of 
the school systems 

11.4 85.7 0.0 2.9

The community’s 
ability to have lower 
school property taxes 
(all else being equal)  
 14.3 65.7 17.1 2.9

The community’s 
ability to maintain an 
image of educational 
quality 
 14.3 71.4 11.4 2.9

The community’s 
ability to cultivate the 
skilled workforce of the 
future  20.0 60.0 17.1 2.9

The community’s 
ability to avoid 
divisions based on 
social, racial and 
economic characteristics 17.1 71.4 11.4 0.0

The community’s 
ability to provide a wide 
array of school 
programs and services 

28.6 60.0 11.4 0.0
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The community’s 
ability to conduct a 
comprehensive 
educational 
improvement effort   
 5.7 80.0 5.7 8.6

Overall preference for 
school system 
organization 14.3 60.0 14.3 11.4

Survey of Chamber Membership 

 
Using the same survey/interview questions that CVIOG faculty developed for interviews 
with business consultants,  peer community leaders, and leaders in communities where 
school systems have been consolidated in the last 15 years, the Valdosta-Lowndes 
Chamber surveyed its membership using web survey technology.   The web survey 
design did not provide for a “not applicable” or “no difference” response, but it did allow 
respondents to skip questions.   The technology employed provided protections against 
multiple survey responses from individual computers, but did not attempt to authenticate 
each respondent.    
 
While 345 Chamber members participated in the survey, for each question a small 
number (e.g., from 9-17) of respondents skipped the question.  Comments on the survey 
indicated that some respondents used this option to indicate that they thought there was 
no difference between the Community A and Community B options on that dimension of 
school-business-community performance or relationship.  
 
The results of the Chamber membership survey were very similar to the responses made 
by the other groups of respondents.    That is, on each dimension from 77 to 83 percent of 
respondents indicated that the community with the unified school district was preferred.  
On the summary or “bottom line” question, “In which community would you prefer to 
locate your business?” 81 percent of the respondents chose the community with the 
unified school system organization.    
 
Chamber respondents were encouraged to provide comments on the school organization 
issue, and 213 did so.  As with the forced-choice part of the survey, the majority of 
comments indicating a preference appeared to prefer the single school district model.   
 
In these comments:  
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Chamber respondents emphasized the following as attributes on which they felt that a 
unified school system would provide superior benefits:  
 

 Elimination of duplication and related costs 

 Everyone being on the “same page,” the same team, with the same schedule, a 
level playing field and a single focus, and a resultant reduction in discord. 

 Building a community that is not seen as racially segregated 

 Superior course offerings 

 Less distortion in the choices as to where to live (due to differences in school 
quality) and whether to own a home (i.e., renting may be preferred as a way to 
avoid the risk of living in an area served by an inferior school) 

 Superior growth in the long term. 

 Equalized curriculum 

 A reduction in the “decay of the city” and stemming of urban sprawl 

 A reduction in bussing expenses 

 A lessening of segregation of affluent and poor; lower income students would 
benefit from association with affluent peers.  

 A lowering in the cost of school bonds 

 A reduction in unhealthy competition between the systems 

 A reduction in the stigma that accompanies enrollment in the system seen as 
being of lower quality 

 
 
Chamber respondents emphasized the following as attributes on which they felt that a 
non-unified school system would provide superior benefits:  
 

 A more reasonable size  

 More small area control of education.   Parents and educators can have more 
voice. 

 Healthy competition and choice. 

 Less “red tape” 

 Flexibility in scheduling 

 The benefit to businesses of having “some” business or customers on the days 
when one system is out and the other is still in session.  

 Smaller transportation zones and less time spent by children on busses.  

 Provision of a fairer level of support to the schools in the city 
 
 
 
Some respondents felt like the effort to consolidate the school systems was distracting 
the community from tackling larger problems (e.g., the home environment and more 
effective schools).  
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One respondent indicated that he or she answered the questions from a business 
perspective, but would have provided different answers if he or she had responded from 
a parental perspective.  
 
One respondent indicated that they would like to combine the administrative advantages 
of a single school system with greater choice (e.g., charter schools and school vouchers) 
within that system.  
 
One respondent indicated that with new technologies, school systems could be 
effectively consolidated at a regional level while allowing for more choice through 
online learning. 
 
Some respondents (10, < 5% of respondents) indicated that they thought the survey was 
biased.  However, it was unclear in most cases what the respondent thought was the 
source of the bias.   In cases where a source was indicated, it was noted that 1) the 
survey did not ask about dimensions on which the multiple school systems might have 
advantages, and 2) where the word “unified” was used to describe Community B, the 
word “one” or “single”  should have been substituted as “unified” has positive 
connotations.    At the same time, however, other respondents indicated that the 
advantage on some dimensions went to the unified system, while on other dimensions 
the advantage went to the multiple district system.  
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Estimating Economic Impact based on the Best 
Available Research 

 
In order to attempt to identify the potential economic impact of school district 
consolidation, we reviewed the literature on the relationship between school structure and 
economic performance.  Unfortunately, we were not able to find any studies that 
specifically identified or estimated the contribution that school system structure might 
make to economic performance.  While there does appear to be some relationship 
between school system structure and student achievement, the fact that most empirical 
studies find little or no relationship between achievement test scores and later labor 
market success makes it difficult to extrapolate meaningful economic impacts from these 
findings.  Similarly, while there does appear to be some relationship between school 
system structure and school system costs, given the size of the Valdosta-Lowndes 
systems and the uncertainty regarding the expected revenue/cost structure for a new 
merged school system, extrapolating meaningful economic impacts from this relationship 
is also not likely to be feasible.  
 
The study that comes closest to identifying the direction (if not an estimated amount of) 
economic impact of school district consolidation on economic performance is David 
Rusk’s study of Cities Without Suburbs.  In this study, Rusk finds a strong relationship 
between what he calls cities without suburbs or central cities that account for a large 
percentage of their metropolitan area and growth in manufacturing and non-
manufacturing jobs and growth in per capita income and median family income.   He 
found that these type of cities also are less segregated by race and income and generally 
are more economically dynamic.   Rusk describes cities without suburbs as central cities 
and unified school systems that are elastic in the sense that they are able to grow outward 
as the population grows outward.  Cities without suburbs are ones that contain what in 
other cases would be unincorporated suburbs or small towns and villages.  Cities without 
suburbs are able to be elastic because the they (and by extension school systems) take 
action to grow with the population growth in the area either through annexation or 
consolidation.   While the Rusk study is not able to estimate the individual contributions 
that various “city without suburb” factors (e.g., unified planning and zoning, unified 
business recruitment strategies, improved linkages between school systems and local 
businesses, improved spatial matching of labor and labor demand, etc.)  make to the 
economic growth that these cities experience,  Rusk hypothesizes that a more unified city 
and school district that contains a large proportion of the metropolitan economic area is 
better positioned to make use of the region’s available resources, better able to resist 
pleas on the part of special interests (e.g., townships that act to exclude certain types of 
growth or residents) that can hamper economic growth, and better able to prevent the 
creation of racial and economic ghettos that can doom an entire metropolitan area to 
experience only stagnant economic conditions.  
 
While we were unable to find studies that focused specifically on the relationship 
between school structure and economic performance, we were able to identify one study 
that looked at the relationship between school racial integration and economic 
performance (or earnings) on the part of students who attend schools with various 
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demographics.   In this regard, the work by Boozer, Krueger, and Wolkon (1992) presents 
the most relevant findings.    These researchers created a number of regression models 
that related individual and school characteristics to changes in earnings.  The individuals 
sampled were black Americans age 25 to 65 years old who had at least 10 years of 
schooling.  The individuals provided information about their wages, their gender, their 
age, the state where they grew up, and their current region of residence.  They were also 
asked whether they attended a school in which students were:  all blacks, mostly blacks, 
about half blacks, mostly whites, or almost all whites.   The researchers converted this to 
a proportion by assuming values of 1, .75, .5, .25 and .1 respectively.    
 
The inclusion of the age, gender, state of origin, and region of current residence variables 
in the model indicates that the findings will consider these factors as explaining their 
share of the variation in earnings among the study subjects. After controlling for these 
factors, findings of the study suggest that for each unit change in the proportion of blacks 
in high school that there was between 8.6 and 11.5 percent difference in the earning of 
the study subjects.   The finding of the model that identified an 11.5 percent difference in 
the earning of the study subjects was significant at the 10 percent level.   However, this 
model (an  OLS or ordinary least squares model)  did not control for the potential that 
middle class black families may be more likely to live in the suburbs and send their 
children to integrated schools.   The findings of the model that did attempt to control for 
this possibility (a two stage least squares model) were not significant.  However, the 
coefficient for the school segregation variable on wages “ had roughly the same  
magnitude and sign as in the OLS model.” 
 
The study authors were careful to qualify their findings.  Some of these qualifications 
include the potential for the results to be due to non-random selection factors, non-school 
related racial isolation, lower school resources in predominately black schools or some 
combination of these factors.  
 
Relevance for Valdosta-Lowndes:   If we assume that the changing of the school district 
organization would lead to a single unit change in the proportion of blacks in Valdosta 
high school (i.e., from .75 to .5), and if we assume that as a result of this change, the 
African-American youth with at least 10 years of schooling who attend Valdosta High go 
on to earn approximately 10% more than they otherwise would have earned due to 
attending a more segregated school, we can estimate the potential economic benefit for 
African American households and for the community as a whole.     
 
Step 1:  Identify the proportion of African American households that would be impacted.   
 
A. Identify the size of the 10th grade cohort in the Valdosta School System. 
B. Calculate the proportion of all potential 10th grade students in the County that the 
Valdosta 10th grade cohort represents.   To do this we first,  assume that due to 
compulsory education that the 9th grade cohort in the previous year represents the size of 
the potential 10th grade cohort.  
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Estimate of Potential 
10

th
 Grade Cohort 

Valdosta
2005 9th 

Grade
Cohort 

650

Lowndes  
2005 9th 

Grade
Cohort 

825

Total
Potential

10th Grade 
Cohort 

1475

 
 

Valdosta 10th Grade Cohort 
2006

514

Percent of Total Potential 10th 
Grade Cohort Represented by 
Valdosta 10th Grade Cohort 

35.1%

 
 
2.  Assume that the “Percent of Total Potential 10th Grade Cohort Represented by 
Valdosta 10th Grade Cohort” also represents the percent of African American households 
whose earning would be impacted by the reduction in school segregation, and then 
calculate how many households would be impacted.   
 
 

Number of Black 
Households

19
20,293

Percent of Households 
Impacted

35.1%

Estimate of Households 
Impacted

7115

 
 
 
3. Identify the median household income for black households in Valdosta and estimate 
the value of a 10% increase in income for an individual household.   
 
 

Median Household Income for 
Blacks Alone 1999 

20876

10% of Median Household 
Income

 $             2,088 

                                                 
19 Source: 2000 Census.  
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4.  Estimate the total impact by multiplying the number of households impacted by the 
estimated impact per household.  
 
 

Estimate of Households 
Impacted

7115

10% of Median Household 
Income

 $             2,088 

Estimate of Annual 
Economic Wage Benefit 

 $     14,853,291 

 
 

5.  Because the Boozer, Krueger, and Wolkon model also indicates that 
there is a negative effect on earning of African Americans attending 
schools where the proportion of African American students increases, and 
because this proportion will increase in the Lowndes County schools under 
the assumed scenario, this impact must also be accounted for.20    
    

Estimated black households impacted 2,050
11.5% of median household income -$2,401 
Estimated annual economic black income change -$4,922,050 

 
 
 

Net estimated annual economic black income change $9,931,241 

 

 
 
 
6.  The estimate of the annual economic wage benefit calculated above assumes that all of 
the cohorts of graduates of the new school system who are the primary household earners 
have entered the workforce so that they represent 35.1% of black households in the 
community.  However, in order for this to occur, it would require numerous sets of 
graduates so as to fully populate the workforce.   If we assume that this will take 20 years 
to occur, the level of net benefit at Year 1 of the hypothesized policy impact (which is 10 
years from the time of the policy change, would only be one-twentieth or 5% of the 
estimate or $496,562.  In each succeeding year up to the hypothesized full-impact year the 
estimated impact would grow by this amount.        
 

                                                 
20 This estimate is based on work by Dr. Cynthia Tori.   
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Conclusion

 
While the economic wage benefit estimated above is one that is believed to accrue 
primarily to African American households,21 economic benefits that are experienced by 
one group in the community will also work to expand the general economy in the 
community through the impact of economic multipliers.   While estimating the economic 
multiplier effect of this benefit is beyond the scope of this study, it is generally the case 
that regional economic multipliers for income will range from 1.3 to 3.  Regional 
economic multipliers will vary considerably given the scope of the “region.”  Typically, 
as the region to be considered becomes larger, there is less leakage (to the area outside 
the region) and therefore a greater impact.     
 
 
Notes and Qualifications 

 
We recognize that the estimate of earnings impacts on African American households in 
Valdosta is far from precise.  In certain respects we believe that the estimate is likely to 
be conservative or understated in that we use median income as the basis for the estimate. 
Generally, the median income tends to be smaller than the average income because of the 
skewed nature of the income distribution in the United States (i.e., a small percentage of 
households account for a disproportionate share of household income).    On the other 
hand, the estimated impact may be overstated in that we do not consider the potential for 
a merger to result in black students who are currently in the Lowndes County system 
potentially being negatively impacted by the increase in the proportion of black students 
in the school population.   However, because estimates of quasi-linear models are most 
reasonable in the area closest to the mean value of the data, and less so the further from 
that one extrapolates, we believe that the latter (potentially negative) impact could be 
minor.  
 
Finally, while the estimated impact is one that would be annual and would therefore be 
substantially larger over time, we recognize that this level of impact would not likely 
occur until a number of years in the future (e.g., 10 year or more) since the study is based 
on earning of individuals who are at least 10 years beyond the 10th grade.   
 

Graduation Rates and Earnings 
 
While the Boozer, Krueger, and Wolkon study attempted to directly estimate the effects 
of student body diversity on the earnings of African Americans, Dr. Cynthia Tori of 
Valdosta State University has attempted to identify how student body diversity in 
Georgia high schools impacts graduation rates and, in turn, how these changes in 
graduation rates might impact future earnings of students in the Valdosta-Lowndes 
community.   Dr. Tori used data gathered from the 2006-2007 K-12 Report Card for the 
State of Georgia.  Data was collected for all high schools having at least 300 students 

                                                 
21 We could not find any studies that estimated benefits to the community as a whole.  
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graduate during the 2006-2007 year.  The study used these data to attempt to explain the 
contributions of a set of independent variables (i.e.,  percent of school population black, 
percent of school population Hispanic, percent of school population white, percent of the 
school population economically disadvantaged, the percent of the student population 
classified as disabled, the schools’ Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP), and the county 
unemployment rate) on the overall graduation rate, black graduation rate, and white 
graduation rate.  In developing the model Dr. Tori discovered that the variables other than 
economically disadvantaged, percentage non-white enrollment, and AYP either did not 
significantly explain graduation rates or were highly correlated with the variables used.   
 
Dr. Tori’s regression model results suggest: 

 An increase of the percent of economically disadvantaged students has a 
significantly negative impact on overall graduation rates and graduation rates for 
blacks and whites. 

 A school meeting Adequate Yearly Progress significantly increases overall 
graduation rates and graduation rates for blacks. 

 An increase of the percent of non-white enrollment has a significantly positive 
impact on overall graduation rates and graduation rates for blacks. 

 
Using the parameters identified in this model, and based on the assumption that a 
consolidated Valdosta-Lowndes school system would reassign students to achieve racial 
balance, households do not relocate, and the AYP status of the schools does not change, 
Dr. Tori estimates a net effect of a 0.4 percentage point increase of graduation rates for 
the consolidated school system or nineteen additional high school graduates each year.  
This effect translates into an expected direct effect to annual income of an additional 
$125,495.  Including the expected additional indirect effect of $62,748, the expected 
annual total economic impact is $188,243. Over 10 years, this impact would be estimated 
at approximately $1.9 million.   
 
 
Due Diligence 

 
In order to ensure greater reliability of the findings, the Valdosta-Lowndes Chamber: 1) 
commissioned Dr. Cynthia Tori to review the findings of the CVIOG estimation of direct 
effects of student diversity on earnings and 2)  commissioned CVIOG faculty to review 
Dr. Tori’s finding related to the effects of student diversity on earnings via the impact on 
student graduation rates.  After discussions and minor revisions in methods and language, 
the two groups of researchers essentially concur with each others’ findings.  
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Summary of Likely Consolidation Impacts on Financial Status of the Resulting 

Unified System  

Long-range educational outcomes are notoriously difficult to change.  School systems are 
engaged in 12 year production cycles that include multitudes of variables that can impact 
long-term outcomes.   Many of the most effective educational programs as measured by 
short-term school performance indicators are found to have negligible impacts in terms of 
long-range effects on measures such as graduation rates or future earnings.  This does not 
mean that these programs are not beneficial; rather, it means that there are too many other 
factors that contribute to long-range outcomes that cannot be controlled for in social 
science studies.  As a result, the multitude of “chance” factors will tend to overwhelm the 
“signal” that any one program or policy change will have dramatic impacts.   This is 
particularly the case because social scientists tend to adhere to a very high standard of 
proof (e.g., a 95 or 99 percent probability that the impact is not due to chance). Because 
social science is rarely able to prove that any one program or policy change will result in 
a dramatic improvement in long-term outcomes, policy makers who are interested in 
changing these outcomes are forced to rely on evidence that is not as clear-cut as social 
scientists demand of themselves.  In these cases, policy makers will need to use their 
judgment as to the preponderance of the evidence or the tendency in the findings of 
several studies.   This “preponderance” or “tendency” may only suggest an incremental 
change or impact; however, in the area of long-term educational outcomes, 
“incrementalism” has for the most part been the only path to improvement available to 
policy makers.    With regard to the issue of the likely impacts of a school district 
consolidation that is accompanied by increased socio-economic diversity at the school 
level, the data suggest that policy makers desiring to see a positive economic impact 
would give serious consideration to the consolidation option.       

Likelihood of improved funding through the state’s QBE 
funding formula.22

- 

Likelihood of lowered personnel costs due to equalization of 
local salary supplement (short-run)  

- 

Likelihood of lowered personnel costs due to equalization of 
local salary supplement (long-run)23

+ 

Likelihood of improved financial assistance from the State for 
facilities planning and development 

+ 

 
 

                                                 
22 The consolidated system would likely receive less funding for district administrative positions, and 
depending on the millage rate for the consolidated system, it may also receive less funding from the 
equalization grant.  
23 While a consolidation will typically result in higher costs for local salary supplements  due to  the lower 
paying schools system’s supplement being brought up to the higher paying school system’s supplement, in 
the long run the equalization of the supplements should result in elimination of  competition—the force that 
drives supplements higher---between the school systems.  

 85



Impacts of Single versus Multiple School Systems 

 

REFERENCES
 
Andrews, Matthew, Duncombe, William, Yinger, John.  “Revisiting Economies of Size 
in American Education: Are We Any Closer to a Consensus?”.  Economics of Education 

Review, 2002, vol. 21(3), 245-262. 
 
Baum, D.N.  “A Simultaneous Equations Model of the Demand for and Production of 
Local Public Services:  The Case of Education.  Public Finance Quarterly, 1986, vol. 14, 
157-178. 
 
Brookover, Wilbur B. et. al.  “Elementary School Social Climate and School 
Achievement”.  American Educational Research Journal, 1978, vol. 15(2), 301-318. 
 
Crain, Robert L. & Mahard, Rita E. “School Racial Composition and Black College 
Attendance and Achievement Test Performance.”  Sociology of Education, 1978, vol. 
51(2), 81-101.  
 
Cummins, Craig, Chance, Edward W., Steinhoff, Carl.  “A Model for Rural School 
Consolidation: Making Sense of the Inevitable Result of School Reform.”  30 pp. 
(ED413148) (1997) 
 
DeYoung, Alan J., & Howley, Craig B. (1992).  “The political economy of rural school 
consolidation.” (Report No. RC-018-660). (ERIC Document Reproduction  
Service No. ED 347-018)  
 
DeYoung, Alan. Economics and American education: A historical and critical overview 
of the impact of economic theories on schooling in the United States. 1989. New York: 
Longman Press.  
 
Duncombe, W.D., Miner, J., & Ruggiero, J.  “Potential Cost Savings from School District 
Consolidation:  A Case Study of New York.”  Economics of Education Review, 1995, 
vol. 14, 265-284.  
 
Duncombe, W.D., Ruggiero, J. & Yinger, Y.M.  Alternative Approaches to Measuring 
the Cost of Education.  In H. F. Ladd, Holding Schools Accountable:  Performance-based 

Reform in Education (1996, 327-356).  Washington, DC:  The Brookings Institution.  
 
Ferguson, R.F.  “Paying for Public Education:  New Evidence on How and Why Money 
Matters.”  Harvard Journal of Legislation, 1991, vol. 28, 466-498.  
 
Ferguson, R.F., & Ladd, H.F.  “Additional Evidence on How and Why Money Matters:  
A Production Function Analysis of Alabama Schools.”  In H.F. Ladd, Holding Schools 
Accountable:  Performance-based Reform in Education (1996, 265-298).  Washington, 
DC: Brookings Institute.   

 86



Impacts of Single versus Multiple School Systems 

 
Guryan, Jonathan.  “Desegregation and Black Dropout Rates”. American Economic 

Review, 2004, vol. 94(4), 919-943.   
 
Hallinan, Maureen T. & Williams, Richard A. “Students’ Characteristics and the Peer-
Influence Process.”  Sociology of Education, 1990, v. 63(2), 122-132. 
 
Hanushek et. al.  New Evidence About Brown v. Board of Education:  “The Complex 
Effects of School Racial Composition on Achievement”.  2002. National Bureau of 
Economic Research.  Working Paper 8741. 
 
Hu, Yu & Yinger, John. “The Impact of School District Consolidation on Housing 
Prices”.  July 23, 2007.  Found at: http://www-cpr.maxwell.syr.edu/efap/Publications/ 
Impact_of_Consolidation.pdf.  
 
Kay, S., Hargood, N., and Russell, R.K. “The effect of consolidation on fidelity to 
traditional value systems”. 1982. Frankfort: Kentucky State University Community 
Research Service.  
 
Lankford, Hamilton & Wyckoff, James.  “The Effect of School Choice and Residential 
Location on the Racial Segregation of Students”.  2000.  
 
Orr, David W. Ecological literacy: Education and the transition to a postmodern world. 
1992. New York: State University of New York Press. 1992. 
 
Ravitch, Diane. The Troubled Crusade. 1983. New York: Basic Books. 
 
Reschovosky, A. & Imazeki, J.  “The Development of School Finance Formulas to 
Guarantee the Provision of Adequate Education to Low-Income Students.”  In W.J. 
Fowler Jr. Developments in School Finance (1997, 123-147).  Washington, DC: US 
Department of Education 
 
Reschovosky, A. & Imazeki, J.  “Does the School Finance System in Texas Provide 
Students with an Adequate Education?”  Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the 
American Education Finance Association, Seattle, WA, March 1999. 
 
Rossell, Christine H.  “School Desegregation and White Flight”.  Political Science 

Quarterly, 1975, vol. 90(4), 675-695. 
 
Rumberger, Russell, & Palardy, Gregory J., “Does Segregation Still Matter?  The Impact 
of Student Composition on Academic Achievement in High School”.  Teacher’s Colllege 

Record, 2005, vol. 107(9), 1999-2045. 
 
Rusk, David. Cities Without Suburbs, Third Edition.  John Hopkins University Press; 
Baltimore, MD., 2003. 
 

 87



Impacts of Single versus Multiple School Systems 

Sebold, F.D., & Data, W.  “School Funding and Student Achievement:  An Empirical 
Analysis.  Public Finance Quarterly, 1981, vol. 9, 91-105.  
 
Self, Tucker L. “Post-Consolidation Evaluation–The Effects Eight Years Later”.  2001 
(ED475492).  
 
Sell, Randall S., Leitstritz, F. Larry & Thompson, JoAnn M.  Socio-economic 

impact of school consolidation on host and vacated communities. 1996 (Agricultural 
Econimics Report No. 347). Fargo, North Dakota, Agricultural Experiment Station. 
 
Spring, Joel. “Education and the Song War” in Taking Sides: Clashing Views on 
Controversial Educational Issues.  J.W. Noll ed. 1987. (4th ed., 123-128). Guilford, CN: 
The Dushkin Publishing Group.  
 
Walberg, H..J. & Fowler W.J.  “Expenditure and Size Efficiencies of Public School 
Districts.  Educational Researcher, 1987, vol. 16, 5-13.  
 
Ward, James G. & Rink, Francis J. “Analysis of Local Stakeholder Opposition to School 
District Consolidation:  An Application of Interpretative Theory to Public Policy 
Making.” Journal of Research in Rural Education. 1992, vol. 8(2), 11-19. 
 
White, Wayne A. (1981). Rural school consolidation: Rationalization and social scarcity, 
Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Kansas State University, Manhattan. 
 
Winkler, Donald R., “Educational Achievement and School Peer Group Composition” 
Journal of Human Resources, 1975, vol. 10(2), 189-204. 
 
RURAL SCHOOL CONSOLIDATION REPORT, Prepared for the National Rural 
Education Association, Executive Board, April 1-2, 2005  
 
 
 
 

 88



Impacts of Single versus Multiple School Systems 

Appendix A: Survey Questions 
 

Schools, Local Government and Business Location Decisions 

 
 
As a business/community leader or business site locator you are naturally concerned with 
the quality of life in the communities where you choose to place your or your client’s 
businesses.  This survey is designed to capture your thoughts on how school system 
organization and local government services might impact the quality of life from a 
business leader’s perspective.  
 
Section I:  School System Organization.  

 
In this section you will be asked to choose which of two communities—Community A or 
Community B-- is likely to be better with regard to achieving certain quality of life goals.  
Carefully read over the characteristics of these two communities before making your 
choices.   In making your choices, you should assume that all other factors (e.g., business 
incentives, tax rates, labor availability, etc.) are the same for the two communities.  
 
 

Community A Community B 

 Multiple school systems 

 Multiple superintendents 

 Multiple finance, personnel, 
facilities, and transportation service 
units (i.e., each school system will 
have  one set of these units) 

 Multiple school boards 

 Multiple  sets of policies, 
procedures, and programs 

 Some school systems made up 
almost entirely of minority students, 
while others are almost entirely 
white. 

 Some school systems will have high 
performance levels and others low 
performance levels. 

 

 One unified school system 

 One superintendent 

 One set of finance, personnel, 
facilities, and transportation service 
units in the school system 

 One school board 

 One  sets of policies, procedures, 
and programs 

 An integrated student body that 
reflects the demographics of the 
community. 

 There is one performance level for 
the entire school system.  

 

 
 

 Check A or B 

 Community 

A 
Community 

B 

In which community would businesses be more likely to   
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form school-business partnerships (e.g., mentoring 
programs, volunteer programs, school adoption programs, 
corporate sponsorships)?   
 

In which community would businesses be more able to 
influence school curricula and policy so as to better meet 
business needs? 

  

In which community would businesses have more capacity 
to manage the scheduling of employees who are parents of 
school-age children?  

  

In which community would business employees who are 
parents of school-age children be better able to 
comprehend, influence, and participate in school system 
policies, procedures, and programs? 

  

Which community do you think would be better positioned 
to address community needs with regard to health care, 
child care, after school activities, mentoring youth, and 
creating strong school-business-government linkages?  
 

  

In which community would the community (and the 
businesses in the community) be better able to manage 
issues of diversity and human relations? 

  

Which community do you think would experience fewer 
distortions in the housing market?24

  

In which community would educational leaders be more 
likely to be able to streamline the business operations (e.g., 
finance, personnel, transportation, etc.) of the various 
school systems?  
 

  

Which community would more likely have lower school 
property taxes (all else being equal: e.g., equal property 
value, equal desire to provide resources to schools, etc.) ?   
 

  

Which community would be better able to maintain an 
image of educational quality (or less likely to have “bad 
press”)?  
 

  

Which community would be more capable of cultivating 
the skilled workforce of the future (e.g., one characterized 
by diversity and teamwork)?  

  

Which community is less likely to experience 
divisions based on social, racial and economic 
characteristics (e.g., residential segregation by income or 

  

                                                 
24 School policies (e.g., related to school choice, quality and demographics across  school systems and the 
shape of  school attendance zones) can all impact local housing markets.   
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race)? 

Which community do you think would be able to provide a 
wider array of school programs and services?  
 

  

In which community would you be more likely to see a 
comprehensive educational improvement effort?   
 

  

In which community would you choose to locate your 
business?   

  

 
 
 
Please tell your reasons for why you answered these questions the way you did? 
 

Section II:  Local Government Services.   Please rate how important are the following 
quality of life factors in your decision making about business locations or expansions.  
(Note:  We recognize that factors such as tax rates and other monetary incentives 
represent some of the strongest business recruitment factors.  However, they have been 
well researched.  This survey is focused on the less studied quality of life factors).   
 
 

 Importance
1= not important at all.... 5 = very important  

FACTOR (Circle one) 

City-County collaboration 1  2  3  4  5 

A unified school district through which the 
quality of education can be identified 

1  2  3  4  5 

Having business and industrial training 
institutions in the community  

1  2  3  4  5 

The quality of public buildings and spaces 
(design, landscaping, availability for civic 
meeting, etc.) 

1  2  3  4  5 

The ability to complete business-related 
applications, permits, and licenses in on-
stop on the local government web site.  

1  2  3  4  5 

The existence of a city center that mixes 
shopping, restaurants, and cultural 
activities 

1  2  3  4  5 

An attractive well-organized local 
government web site 

1  2  3  4  5 

Better than average natural resources (e.g., 1  2  3  4  5 
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parks, walking trails, etc.) 

Local government sponsorship of a 
government-business council 

1  2  3  4  5 

Quality arts and recreation programs 1  2  3  4  5 

A clean environmental record (e.g., low 
pollution levels, few or no Brownfield 
areas, etc) 

1  2  3  4  5 

A low crime rate 1  2  3  4  5 

The availability of tax increment 
financing25

1  2  3  4  5 

Availability of reliable governmental and 
economic statistics  

1  2  3  4  5 

Quality of public transportation 1  2  3  4  5 

Strength of civic involvement and 
community engagement 

1  2  3  4  5 

 
 
 
 
 
QUESTIONS for Communities that have Merged School Systems 

 
 

 When comparing the school systems after and before the merger:  
 

 What advantages and disadvantages did the community experience with regard to 
the pre- and post-merger school system(s).  

 Was there any difference in the community's willingness to invest in or support 
the public schools?  

 Was there any difference in the business community's relationship with the school 
system(s)?   

 Was there any difference in the perception of the administrative 
efficiency/effectiveness of the school system? 

 Was there any difference in the relations among races and ethnic groups in the 
community?  

 Was there any difference in the community’s sense of identity? 

 Was there any difference in the comfort level of parents of school age children 
with regard to sending their children to school? 

 Knowing what it knows now, would the community now choose to return to 
having multiple school system?  

                                                 
25 Tax increment financing allows for improvements made through redevelopment bonds to be paid for 
through the growth in property values cause by the improvements.  The portion of the property values 
going to the local government general fund is frozen during the period of the bond repayment.  
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Appendix B: Business Site Locator Means 
 

Business Site Locator 
Means

Having business and industrial training institutions in the 
community 4.823529412

The ability to complete business-related applications, permits, and 
licenses in on-stop on the local government web site 4.411764706

A low crime rate 4.352941176

City-County collaboration 4.117647059

Strength of civic involvement and community engagement 4.117647059

Availability of reliable governmental and economic statistics 3.882352941

The existence of a city center that mixes shopping, restaurants, and 
cultural activities 3.764705882

A clean environmental record (e.g., low pollution levels, few or no 
Brownfield areas, etc) 3.764705882

The availability of tax increment financing 3.764705882

Quality arts and recreation programs 3.647058824

Local government sponsorship of a government-business council 3.588235294

A unified school district through which the quality of education 
can be identified 3.529411765

An attractive well-organized local government web site 3.529411765

Better than average natural resources (e.g., parks, walking trails, 
etc.) 3.529411765

The quality of public buildings and spaces (design, landscaping, 
availability for civic meeting, etc.) 3.235294118

Quality of public transportation 3.176470588

 

 

 94



Impacts of Single versus Multiple School Systems 

Appendix C: Business Leaders in Peer Communities 
Means

Business Leaders in Peer 
Communities Means 

Having business and industrial training institutions in the 
community 4.375

A low crime rate 4.375

City-County collaboration 4.1875

A clean environmental record (e.g., low pollution levels, few or no 
Brownfield areas, etc) 4.1875

Strength of civic involvement and community engagement 4.1875

A unified school district through which the quality of education 
can be identified 4.0625

Availability of reliable governmental and economic statistics 4.0625

Better than average natural resources (e.g., parks, walking trails, 
etc.) 4

Quality arts and recreation programs 4

The availability of tax increment financing 4

The existence of a city center that mixes shopping, restaurants, and 
cultural activities 3.9375

The ability to complete business-related applications, permits, and 
licenses in on-stop on the local government web site. 3.875

Local government sponsorship of a government-business council 3.75

Quality of public transportation 3.75

The quality of public buildings and spaces (design, landscaping, 
availability for civic meeting, etc.) 3.6875

An attractive well-organized local government web site 3.5
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Appendix D: Anova: Two-Factor Without Replication 
 
Anova: Two-Factor Without Replication 

SUMMARY Count Sum Average Variance 

Row 1 2
8.30514

7
4.15257

4 0.00244

Row 2 2
7.59191

2
3.79595

6
0.14209

2

Row 3 2
9.19852

9
4.59926

5
0.10058

9

Row 4 2
6.92279

4
3.46139

7
0.10224

5

Row 5 2
8.28676

5
4.14338

2
0.14405

8

Row 6 2
7.70220

6
3.85110

3
0.01492

9

Row 7 2
7.02941

2
3.51470

6
0.00043

3

Row 8 2
7.52941

2
3.76470

6
0.11072

7

Row 9 2
7.33823

5
3.66911

8
0.01308

4

Row 10 2
7.64705

9
3.82352

9
0.06228

4

Row 11 2
7.95220

6
3.97610

3
0.08937

7

Row 12 2
8.72794

1
4.36397

1
0.00024

3

Row 13 2
7.76470

6
3.88235

3
0.02768

2

Row 14 2
7.94485

3
3.97242

6
0.01622

6

Row 15 2
6.92647

1
3.46323

5
0.16446

8

Row 16 2
8.30514

7
4.15257

4 0.00244

Column 1 16
61.2352

9
3.82720

6
0.19491

1

Column 2 16 63.9375
3.99609

4
0.05909

8

ANOVA

Source of 
Variation SS df MS F P-value F crit 

Rows 
3.04500

3 15 0.203
3.97971

3
0.00558

2
3.52219

4

Columns 
0.22818

5 1
0.22818

5
4.47344

6
0.05157

2
8.68311

7

Error 
0.76513

1 15
0.05100

9
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Total
4.03831

9 31
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Appendix E: Index of Dissimilarity 
 
One of the methods used to describe the spatial separation of groups in a city is  
a segregation index . These indices summarize segregation numerically, making  
it easy to compare results among races and/or cities. We discussed the five  
dimensions of segregation in class: evenness, exposure, concentration,  
centralization, and clustering. Most indices are strongly intercorrelated among  
dimensions, and overlap empirically to a considerable degree. Groups that are  
found to be segregated by one dimension are usually segregated by the others  
as well.  
 
Evenness has generally been considered the most important dimension of  
segregation, and the Index of Dissimilarity has been the standard measure of  
evenness throughout the years. Under this measure, a group is segregated if it  
is unevenly distributed (meaning no group and non-group members share a  
common areal unit of residence). Zero segregation occurs when all areal units  
have the same proportion of the population group as the city as a whole.  
The Index of Dissimilarity measures the proportion of a group’s members that  
would have to move to achieve an even distribution of population groups in the  
city. The Index ranges from 0 to 1 (or 0 to 100, if using percentages instead of  
proportions). For example, in 2000, the Index of Dissimilarity was 0.82 for the black  
population in New York City – meaning 82% of the black population would have 
to move to achieve zero segregation. The Index of Dissimilarity was 0.67 for the  
Hispanic population in New York City in 2000, reflecting a somewhat lower level  
of segregation than the black population. Both these values reveal extremely  
high levels of segregation, however. The Index of Dissimilarity was lower for the  
Asian population in New York City in 2000, at 0.51. Still, 51% of the Asian  
population would have to move to achieve zero segregation.  
 
The formula for the Index of Dissimilarity 
 is:  
D = [  (t|(p- P)|) ] / [2TP(1-P)]  
where t 
i 
= the total population of a census tract  
p 
i  
= the specific population group’s proportion of a census tract  
P = the specific population group’s proportion of the MSA  
T = the total population of the MSA  
 
Source: 
http://www.macalester.edu/geography/courses/geog262/assign_2_fall05.pdf. 
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Appendix F: School System Data Profile  
 
 
While we examined school system data at the beginning of the study, some of these data  
may have been updated since this time.  Consequently, we recommend that the reader 
visit the following web site to view the most recent data.   
 
 

Valdosta City Schools

 
Georgia DOE- Adequate Yearly Progress Data 
http://public.doe.k12.ga.us/ayp2008/overview.asp?SchoolID=792-0000-b-1-0-0-0-0-0-0-8-0-0 
 
Governor’s Office of Student Achievement 
http://reportcard2006.gaosa.org/k12/indicators.aspx?TestType=Indicators&ID=792:ALL 
 
 
Lowndes County Schools

 
 
Georgia DOE- Adequate Yearly Progress Data 
http://public.doe.k12.ga.us/ayp2008/overview.asp?SchoolID=692-0000-b-1-0-0-0-0-0-0-8-0-0 
 
 
Governor’s Office of Student Achievement 
http://reportcard2006.gaosa.org/k12/indicators.aspx?TestType=Indicators&ID=692:ALL 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Graduation Rates 

 
A key factor in preparing the next generation to take its place in the economic and civic 
life of the community is the ability to graduate students from high school.   

Three-Year Comparison of Graduation Rates 

Valdosta
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Lowndes

 
Graduation of high school represents a key success maker both for individual students 
and for the community’s ability to achieve its economic goals.  Students who graduate 
are much more attractive to employer and are a key measure of the desirability of the 
community to businesses who are considering Valdosta-Lowndes as a potential site for a 
new or expanded business site location.   In order to identify how well the community is 
doing with regard to this key indicator of educational success, we collected data on the 
graduation rates for both school systems for the three most recent years for which the 
data has been published by the Georgia Department of Education.  Having multiple years 
of data helps to smooth out some of the year-to-year variation that can disguise the 
underlying state of the school system’s health in this area.     
 
 
Valdosta-Lowndes Combined 3 year Averaged graduation rate:  66% 
 
 
 
Next, in order to put this graduation rate into context, we identified two other 
communities that appear to have similar rates of poverty, minority population 
percentages, and median income.   Laurens and Thomas counties were identified as the  
two communities most like Valdosta-Lowndes in this regard.  
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County
Percent
Black

HS-Non-
completion

rate

Median
Income

Poverty
Rate

Per
Capita

Income

Dollars
2000 

Pct.
w/Bachelors

Degree

Laurens 34.53 29.66 32010 18.43 21597 14.45

Lowndes 33.99 22.34 32132 18.35 21759 19.66

Thomas 38.86 26.46 31115 17.39 24459 16.78

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

We then calculated a similar graduation rate using the same 3-year smoothing process 
and averaged the graduation rates for the two comparison communities.    Finally, we 
conducted a similar calculation for the state as a whole.   
 
 
 
Averaged Comparison Communities 3 year Averaged graduation rate:  70% 
Statewide 3 year Averaged graduation rate:  69% 
 
 
The data on graduation rates suggests that the Valdosta-Lowndes educational system as a 
whole does not appear to be as effective as either the average community in the state or 
as effective as similarly situated communities in terms of successfully graduating its 
students.   
 
 
 

Effectiveness and Efficiency 

 
While the community educational system appears to be less successful than the state as a 
whole on the issue of school graduation, it may still be the case that the school systems 
are themselves relatively effective and or efficient given the inputs that they currently 
have and employ.   In this regard, the inputs to the educational system include both what 
the students bring to the table in terms of their background and what the system(s) brings 
in terms of resources.  While the most important system resources are ultimately the 
skills of its corps of teachers, the measurable resource in this regard is the expenditures 
being made on behalf of a student’s education. (The two tables below provide data on the 
expenditure levels of the community’s two school systems).    A more efficient school 
system will use its limited resources to employ the most effective teachers it possibly can.    
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Lowndes County Expenditures 

Enrollment 9,118

General Fund Expenditures (exclusive of 
capital and school nutrition) $58,983,150 

Expenditures per Student $6,468.87

 

 

Valdosta City Expenditures 

Enrollment 7,017

General Fund Expenditures (exclusive of 
capital and school nutrition) $43,126,194 

Expenditures per Student $6,145.96

 
 
In assessing the effectiveness and efficiency of the two schools systems, we draw on the 
recent work of University of Georgia scholar Eric Houck who has analyzed the 
productivity of school systems in Georgia using a modified quadriform analysis.   
Data for this analysis was obtained from the annual report cards and statistical reports of 
the Georgia Department of Education for the 2005-2006 academic year. The modified 
quadriform exists as the result of two linear regressions – one predicting total input 
amounts and a second predicting output for different academic output measures. Each 
regression consists of the same set of district characteristics.  Following on the conceptual 
work of Stevens (2007), each variable of interest was regressed against five unalterable 
district characteristics: enrollment, percentage of free lunch students, percentage of 
special education students, percent of minority students, and the tax base per pupil.   The 
results of the analysis is a plotting of the district scores or measures into four quadrants 
that represent different levels of efficiency and effectiveness relative to the norm (or 0,0 
point in a plotted chart).    As Houck explains:  
 
 

“Efficient public districts are those that generate higher than expected 
educational outcomes using lower than expected expenditures (Quadrant 1). Effective 

public districts and schools are those that generate higher than expected educational 
outcomes using higher than expected expenditures (Quadrant 2). Ineffective public 
districts and schools are those that generate lower than expected educational outcomes 
using lower than expected expenditures (Quadrant 3). Finally, inefficient public 
districts and schools are those that generate lower than expected educational outcomes 
with higher than expected expenditures (Quadrant 4).” 
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Dr. Houck has kindly shared with us the results of his analysis of Georgia School 
Systems and has identified the placement of the Valdosta and Lowndes County school 
systems in relation to the quadrants on four measures: .  AP tests, GHSGT Math, 
Graduation Rate, and SAT scores. 
 
The summary of his findings are presented in the following table, and the scatterplots 
below the table identify more specifically the position within the quadrant  
 

Table: Quadriform Analysis for Lowndes and Valdosta School Systems 

Outcome

measure
Lowndes Valdosta City GA Average 

AP tests 26.3, -7.9: Inefficient -1052.5, 2.1: Efficient 95.3, 1.8 : Effective 

GHSGT 
Math 

26.3, .01: Effective 
-1052.5, -.006: 

Ineffective 
95.3, -.0004: 
Inefficient 

Graduation 
Rate 

26.3, .01: Effective -1052.5, -.1: Ineffective 95.3, .019: Effective 

SAT 26.3, 2.8: Effective -1052.5, 71.4: Efficient 95.3, -4.9: Inefficient 

Data reported:  Input residual, Outcome residual: Category 
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When examining the graph for AP tests passed per 1,000 FTE students, we notice that 
Lowndes’ expenditures are slightly above expected for the state of Georgia, while 
Valdosta City’s expenditures are much less than expected relative to the state of Georgia.  
Lowndes produces fewer than expected AP test passers, while Valdosta City produces 
very slightly more AP test passers.  Therefore, Lowndes is categorized as inefficient, and 
Valdosta City is categorized as efficient.   
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When examining the graph for Georgia High School exit exam passing rates in math, we 
notice that Lowndes’ expenditures are slightly above expected for the state of Georgia, 
while Valdosta City’s expenditures are much less than expected relative to the state of 
Georgia.  Lowndes produces slightly higher than expected test passers, while Valdosta 
City produces very slightly less test passers than expected.  Therefore, Lowndes is 
categorized as effective, and Valdosta City is categorized as ineffective.   
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When examining the graph for graduation rates, we notice that Lowndes’ expenditures 
are slightly above expected for the state of Georgia, while Valdosta City’s expenditures 
are much less than expected relative to the state of Georgia.  Lowndes produces slightly 
more than expected graduates, while Valdosta City produces very slightly fewer 
graduates than expected.  Therefore, Lowndes is categorized as effective, and Valdosta 
City is categorized as ineffective.   
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When examining the graph for average SAT scores, we notice that Lowndes’ 
expenditures are slightly above expected for the state of Georgia, while Valdosta City’s 
expenditures are much less than expected relative to the state of Georgia.  Lowndes 
produces very slightly higher than expected SAT scores, while Valdosta City produces 
quite higher than expected SAT scores.  Therefore, Lowndes is categorized as effective, 
and Valdosta City is categorized as efficient.     
 
 
Overall, Lowndes seems to perform much as expected across all four outcome measures; 
that is, Lowndes plots much closer to the point 0.0 on these graphs.  Valdosta City, on the 
other hand, has much less than expected predicted funding, and functions better or worse 
than expected on outcome measures.  That is Valdosta is a more variable system.  
Valdosta City seems particularly good at producing SAT scores relative to its funding 
and demographics, normal or as expected for math and AP tests, and worse than expected 
in graduation rates given its funding levels and demographics.   
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School Locations 

 
The following maps show the location of the elementary schools (Map 1) and middle and 
high schools (Map 2) in the County.  City schools are designated by a blue marker and 
County schools by a yellow marker.  
 

 
Figure 1: Map 1 
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Figure 2: Map 2 
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