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Consolidation by Starvation
I am sitting at my home office in my nine-county legislative district and
pondering the recent controversy about forced school consolidation and who
might or might not be in favor of such a policy. That is an issue of utmost
concern to me and my constituents.
My legislative district contains all of eleven school districts and parts of nine
more. The three smallest of them each have current enrollments of less than
100 students in grades K-12. So it will come as no surprise that we care a
great deal about this subject here in the 118th District. In fact, advocating for
and protecting the future of rural school districts has been my number one
priority throughout my legislative career.
But I’m going to let you in on a little secret. Forced consolidation of Kansas
public schools is not going to happen any time soon. We tried that back in
the 1960s when nearly 2800 school districts were consolidated into just 311.
That thrust many Kansas communities into turmoil and numerous legislators
were booted from office.
And now, 50 years later, many rural Kansas towns bear the scars of the
forced consolidation that closed their schools and doomed those
communities to a future of decline and decay. I doubt that we do that again.
And I know of no one who is openly advocating for another round of forced
school consolidation. Not John Vratil, not Dave Trabert, and not Mike
O’Neal. It is simply too politically unpopular, and all three of those individuals
and essentially all current legislators understand that.
But rural Kansas school districts and the students they serve face a very real
and immediate threat from a different form of consolidation. Let’s call it
consolidation by starvation. It is one of the consequences of tight state
budgets, and it can happen when overall funding for schools is reduced or
when the school funding formula is changed in ways which produce fewer
dollars for small rural districts.
As state funding declines small rural districts scramble to save money any
way they can. Eventually that isn’t enough and they have to reduce course
offerings and curtail programs. And finally the inevitable day arrives: the
school board finds it is out of options and votes to merge with a neighbor or
disband entirely. Since the start of the great recession in 2008, ten Kansas
school districts have ceased to exist, and it is highly likely that more will face
the same fate very soon.
Several of my legislative colleagues are claiming that retired Senator John
Vratil favors forced consolidation. And they charge that he is not fit to be a
member of the K-12 Student Performance and Efficiency Commission,
based on a statement he made in 2011. Senator Vratil now resides in
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Johnson County but he was raised in Pawnee County, and I know he
understands very well the plight of rural Kansas schools. When he made his
remarks in 2011, he wasn’t talking about forced consolidation. Rather, he
was pointing out that austere budgets make it hard for all school districts to
continue to provide services, and the most vulnerable and least able to
survive are small rural school districts. In other words, he was talking about
consolidation by starvation, brought on by budget cuts at the state level.
But don’t think for a moment that this is always an unintended consequence
of tight budgets. Those who perennially advocate for less funding for public
education must surely understand that some rural school districts will be
squeezed out of existence. So while they publicly voice their opposition to
forced consolidation, their actions reveal that the disappearance of small
rural Kansas school districts is not a concern to them and in fact they are
hoping for that outcome. But of course they prefer the subtle consolidation
by starvation over the more open and obvious forced consolidation.
And when that happens, students in my district and rural districts throughout
the state are the losers.
This message by Representative Don Hineman of the 118th Kansas House
District was published on September 15th in the Hays Post.
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