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POINTS FORGOTTEN OR ADDRESSED TOO NARROWLY 
IN THE DELIBERATION OVER THE FUTURE OF AMHERST’S ELEMENTARY SCHOOLS
 

(This document will be available at: https://saveamherstssmallschools.wordpress.com/) 
 
 

1. BUILDINGS AND OPTIONS. There are several options for replacing or improving both the Wildwood and 
Fort River buildings, thus enabling both schools to continue. 
 
Replacing or improving both school buildings could be done by: 

 Planning cost-effective renovation of the Fort River building with Town funds supplemented by 
alternative sources (alternative sources might include: environmental remediation moneys, flood 
hazard mitigation moneys, payments or PILOT money from  UMass or Amherst College, improved state 
funding if Chapter 70 money is supplemented with a hoped-for new millionaire’s tax in the next year or 
two, or other sources) 

 Improving one school with MSBA funds now and another later, or  

 Making the two schools into two wings of a new single larger building funded by the MSBA.  
 

In short, addressing problems with the two school buildings does not require grade reconfiguration.  
 
 
 
 
2. COSTS: We don’t have any real picture of the costs of different building options yet – which means we 

don’t have sufficient information to make a sound decision about building options. Also, there are 
reasons to be skeptical that a larger school will save much money.  

 
We are just this week – 6 days before the School Committee votes on reconfiguration – about to get better 
estimates of the main reconstruction options for Wildwood or a double-sized replacement. We haven’t 
gotten similar estimates for Fort River. We haven’t looked in any detail or with particular creativity at 
potentially more cost-effective ways to renovate rather than build new construction.  
 
Also, there is an unfounded assumption that school consolidation will save money. Research suggests 
large schools are not as economical as assumed. Transportation costs go up; security and discipline costs 
go up; and because school completion rates tend to go down - something which we might not see in our 
elementary schools but might impact their students as they continue in the ARPS system – the costs for 
the Town and society more broadly go up.1 
 

All these costs need to be explored more fully, and the entire Amherst community needs to be able to see 
and understand them, before options are taken off the table. 
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3. SCHOOL SIZE AND GRADE SIZE.2 Grade reconfiguration means large grade sizes; and large grade sizes 
make schools feel big and more alienating for students, teachers, and parents. 

 
The district’s proposed grade configuration means all students in a single grade from throughout Amherst 
would go to the same school – this means 140-175 students per grade in a single school, 6-9 classrooms 
per grade.3  
 
Researchers have found that the experienced size of a school comes as much from grade cohort size as 
from total school size.  Why? With a small grade cohort, students know all the other students in their 
grade. They know all the teachers. Over the course of a few years, parents get to know most of the 
students and many of the other parents. Smaller grade size, in other words, means a stronger network of 
shared relationships that is reinforced year after year. This is precisely the core advantage of smaller 
schools. 
 
With a large grade cohort, in contrast, students do not get to know everyone in their grade. They do not 
know all the teachers, nor do the teachers know all of them. The bonds they make in one year are 
disrupted the next as students are re-mixed into new classes. As a result, there is increased alienation. The 
school feels big.4   
 
This can be mitigated with small school communities, teams, etc. but these are only partially effective.  
 
Small schools have significant advantages. (This point has been part of the discussion but bears 
repeating). These include5: 

 Academic achievement is higher 

 A larger percentage of students participate in school activities 

 There is a greater interconnection and understanding among students across multicultural, 
socioeconomic, gender, ability, and other divides 

 Students feel safer, and are safer 

 Teachers have greater decision-making roles and for this reason feel a greater sense of agency and 
ownership 

 A greater percentage of parents are involved in the school, and there are more community 
contacts and experiences per student 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



3 
 

 
 
 

4. GRADE SPAN. Consolidating all students from one grade into one school allows developmental 
specialization. However, the benefits are outweighed by the costs. Transitions are harmful for students, 
while longer grade spans are beneficial, especially for students from disadvantaged socio-economic 
backgrounds. 
 
The reconfiguration proposal would split up Amherst’s elementary school students into shorter-span 
groups – one for grades PreK to 1, and one for grades 2-6. The 2-6 school may be split up further, into a 2-4 
wing and a 5-6 wing. This would allow the district to provide more developmentally focused resources at 
each school. However, considerable research has shown that consolidating students into shorter-grade-
span schools frequently does more harm than good.6  
 
Negative effects of transitions between schools include: 

 In many studies, transitions cause a discernible drop in students’ academic achievement – often 
most pronounced for students from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds. 

 Disrupts familiar social structures and communities, generating increased anxiety, and lower self-
confidence. 

 Schools experience large student turnover, with a high percentage of the student population 
changing each year. This creates a sense of instability, and also makes it more difficult for teachers 
and administrators to get to know as many of the school’s students. 

 Students entering a new school are often less prepared for their new grade because instruction is 
less well articulated across the transition. 

 
Positive effects of longer grade spans include: 

 Students have strong relationships with more adults, and thus have access to multiple sources of 
support and counsel. 

 Schools are safer because students are better known by more adults, and because older students 
take on the role of guides and mentors. 

 Younger students can learn from older students; older students can learn content and emotional 
awareness by mentoring younger children. 

 Parental involvement remains strong in higher grades. 

 Teachers and other staff in lower grades gain job satisfaction because they see their influence, and 
can watch well-known students grow. 

 Teachers and other staff in higher grades can easily gain insights on students’ learning styles, family 
context, successful strategies, by talking to their earlier-grade teachers  

 Students feel strongly connected to their school because of their long tenure, and are able to grow 
with a deep sense of rootedness; through their interactions with younger and older students, they 
are also able to reflect more upon their own development and successes. 
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5. NEIGHBORHOOD SCHOOLS. Grade reconfiguration means an end to Amherst’s neighborhood schools, 
and this is bad for students, families, neighborhoods, the environment and health, and Amherst.  
 
Grade reconfiguration means an end to Amherst’s small neighborhood K-6 schools. Neighborhood schools 
have been framed in the deliberation over the reconfiguration proposal too narrowly. They are not simply 
schools that students can walk or bike to. Neighborhood schools are schools where everyone in the same 
neighborhood goes to the same school, and thus both school and neighborhood are tied and strengthened 
as relationships build within them. They are near to students’ homes, though not always within walking or 
biking distance. Sometimes neighborhood schools draw on students from diverse, geographically 
separated neighborhoods, and sometimes children take the school bus to neighborhood schools. These 
have the potential to be more diverse.7 (See also below, the discussion on districting.) Amherst’s 
neighborhood schools still fit the bill – and the many advantages of neighborhood schools still apply. 
 
Some of the many advantages of neighborhood schools are8: 
a) Transportation / environment / health:  

 Shorter commute times for students, which means more time at home, doing activities, getting 
homework done; 

 Lower school bus transportation costs;  

 Greater access to schools for families that do not own cars; 

 More walking and biking to school, supporting healthy and active child and parent lifestyles – and it 
will be possible to increase this as Amherst continues to improve bike and pedestrian infrastructure 
following the Town’s new Transportation Plan 
(https://www.amherstma.gov/DocumentCenter/View/31462) and as it moves toward denser 
housing downtown and in village centers.9 

 Schools are safer 
 

b) Neighborhood and community:  

 Strong and accessible friendships and community for Amherst’s youngest school children. This 
happens because elementary-age students get to know other children in their neighborhood 
through school; and then, because these friends are nearby, they can get to them, when they are 
too young to walk or bike on major streets or take the city bus by themselves.10  

 Children walk and bike (and scoot, and roller blade, and…) more within Amherst’s neighborhoods. 

 Increased family connectedness, community, and mutual support within Amherst’s neighborhoods 
– because parents interact with neighbors through close, year-after-year ongoing association 
through their children’s shared school. 

 Healthier parents because they walk and bike to their child’s school more, and to their neighbors’ 
houses. 

 
c) Attachment to Amherst, maintenance of Amherst’s school-age population, and tax base 

 Because of their networks of support through neighborhood schools, young families have stronger 
attachment to Amherst’s neighborhoods, and through them, to Amherst itself. By word of mouth, 
they help promote Amherst’s neighborhoods and Amherst as a place for other young families.  

 This also helps to maintain Amherst’s school-age population, its property values, and its tax base. 
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6. DISTRICTS AND REDISTRICTING. Districts and redistricting come with real challenges. However, these can 

be dealt with. Amherst is in an unusual, wonderful position to be able to have small, diverse, universally 
excellent neighborhood schools.  
 
It has not been emphasized sufficiently in public statements and the press, but one of the drivers of the 
grade reconfiguration proposal is to escape the problems of districts and redistricting. The problems are 
real. If the Town is split into three neighborhood schools, it has to deal with the spatial separation of 
different kinds of residents and neighborhoods – low income, high income, minority, mainly white, 
student-dominated, etc. It is well known that strictly neighborhood-based districting tends to create 
unequal schools.  
 
Yet Amherst has successfully created equitable neighborhood schools, each with a diverse and comparable 
range of low-income students, minority students, English language learners, and children with special 
education needs. This should be recognized as a major, and wonderful, achievement, an ability and success 
that is rare and of which Amherst should be a proud model. 
 
It’s not there have been no difficulties. There are districting “islands” and demographics are changing 
again. Redistricting once again may be required. There is no doubt redistricting causes strain for those 
affected, and protest and conflict that the district and School Committee have to deal with. There may be 
ways to project future demographic changes across the Town’s neighborhoods so that a new redistricting 
could produce longer-lasting districts. Perhaps districts could be drawn with more islands and cross-overs, 
allowing more mixing of different sections of town.11 Alternatively, or additionally, there may be ways to 
allow some amount of choice and flexibility in directions that would help even out numbers and/or 
diversity.12 
 
 
 

7. SPECIALIZED PROGRAMS. Not all specialized programs have to be concentrated to be good; and not all 
schools have to have the same specialized programs to be equitable.  
 
Amherst, like many other communities, has a large number of students with special needs of various kinds. 
It is understandable that the administrators who have to manage these programs and have to find ways to 
get students to them, to staff them, etc. wish they could be concentrated in a single location, to ease the 
complex logistics.  
 
Yet many families would prefer that their students go to a neighborhood school, if possible. This fits with 
the longstanding philosophy behind the idea of mainstreaming. In Lincoln, NE, for example, after the 
school district created a concentrated English Language Learner program, they had to close it again, 
because families preferred to send their children to their neighborhood school.13 
 
For other specialized programs, the current system of concentrating different programs at different 
schools makes sense, as it evens out in general the burdens and the opportunities; and the district has 
invested, appropriately, in transporting students with special needs to the appropriate schools. This issue 
may need to continue to be explored and addressed with the teachers and families involved.  
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8. EQUITY, DIVERSITY & INTEGRATION. Equity should not be reduced to having identical resources at 
everyone’s school. Equitable outcomes, and deep sociocultural awareness and respect, are more 
important – and they are better in diverse, small schools. 
 
The Amherst School District administration has suggested that reconfiguration can ensure equity across 
the schools. If all children go to the same school, goes the reasoning, they will all have access to the same 
resources and opportunities. This is a very narrow definition of equity.  
 
A far more significant way to define and consider equity would be to consider actual access to resources 
and opportunities, and whether outcomes for traditionally disadvantaged groups are improved, so that 
discriminatory differences are reduced. 
 
Extensive research makes clear that small schools and longer-grade-span schools support equitable 
outcomes. Some of the findings14 include: 
 

 Large school size can benefit achievement of children from affluent families, but it is detrimental 
for those from lower economic brackets. 

 Small schools reduce the common achievement gap between students from poor families and 
others. Outcomes become more equitable across a wide range of metrics – from academic 
achievement to disciplinary action. 

 In small schools, a higher proportion and a wider range of students are able to participate in special 
school and extracurricular activities, and do. 

 In mixed-ability classes, students from less advantaged backgrounds are not segregated out. 
 
Small diverse schools also aid in the goals that diversity is meant to achieve. In an era since the Supreme 
Court decided schools could not consider race or ethnicity in school assignments, it has become more 
difficult to promote racial, cultural, and linguistic diversity. Having all people together was never the 
ultimate goal, though. Diversity was a means to several ends, including greater equity in education and in 
educational outcomes, and increased inter-cultural, inter-racial, inter-class, etc. understanding and 
respect.  
 
It turns out that small schools that are diverse – like Amherst’s neighborhood schools – are particularly 
good at achieving these larger goals of diversity. Students regularly interact with students of different 
backgrounds; they know them year after year as a part of their familiar, everyday community. Teachers get 
to know all kinds of students, and all students get to know teachers well. It is this kind of context that not 
only allows the usual achievement gap to narrow, but also builds deeper understanding and respect 
among different kinds of students, and allows all kinds of students to contribute to each other’s 
experience and learning. 
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9. TEACHER COLLABORATION & EXPERIENCE. Dissemination of best practices and district initiatives will be 

better if all teachers in a grade are at one school. However, deep partner-collaboration, teachers’ sense 
of agency and ownership, and inter-grade articulation will all be better in small K-6 schools. 

 
The Amherst school district administration posits that bringing all the teachers of one grade together in 
the same building can make it easier for same-grade teachers (“job-alike” teachers) to collaborate and to 
share best practices, and for the district to disseminate its initiatives. Part of this is true: having all 6-9 
teachers from the same grade would more readily enable the dissemination of leading teachers’ practices 
and district initiatives.  
 
Like the definition of equity, though, this definition of teacher collaboration is overly narrow. In small 
schools with two or three teachers of the same grade, teachers experience other kinds of collaboration and 
benefits: 15 

 Teachers in the same grade level can develop a deep, close partnership, which helps to create a 
strong sense of community, engagement, and belonging across their classes and students. 

 With a smaller administration and fewer teachers per school, there is less hierarchy and a greater 
proportion of teachers participate in shaping curriculum and other aspects of the school. For this 
reason they feel an increased sense of agency and ownership in their teaching and their school. 
This builds a greater sense of community, attachment, and belonging among teachers; greater 
investment in student learning; and greater loyalty to the school. Teachers feel better about their 
work. 

 There is increased collaboration and articulation between different grades. 
 
 

10. STUDENT EXPERIENCE. In a new double-sized school with grade configuration, students will have a new 
state-of-the-art building, equipment, resources and programming. But they will lose things they have 
now, which have been under-appreciated in school deliberations: a deep sense of ownership, agency 
and belonging; and a close and long-term identity with their school, in which they can grow deep roots 
and slowly mature with self-confidence. 

 
In a new double-sized building built as an entirely new structure, and with all students in the district from 
grades 2-6, students will have access to a new state-of-the-art building, equipment, resources and 
programming. What has been less emphasized is what students will lose – which is what they have now, in 
the three small K-6 neighborhood schools.  
 
What students get from small, neighborhood schools that they can follow all the way from kindergarten to 
6th grade: 

 A sense of ownership and agency that comes seeing themselves as widely connected participants in 
and shapers of their school. 

 A deep sense of familiarity and belonging in school; with this, safety, confidence, and self-esteem. 

 A school they identify with, in which they feel a sense of place, where can grow roots and slowly 
mature, seeing themselves as a part of a long-term pattern in which they and both older and 
younger kids grow, gain skills, achieve, and change. 

 (and, see also the points made in many of the sections above) 
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4 On the effects of large grade size, see Howley, Craig, Marty Strange, and Robert Bickel. “Research about School Size and School 
Performance in Impoverished Communities. ERIC Digest.” ERIC Publications, December 2000. http://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED448968; 
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