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New report: UChicago Consortium releases study of 2013 CPS school
closings’ effects on students and school staff

Study documents experiences of staff and students; looks at short- and long-term
effects on range of outcomes for students from closed and welcoming schools

CHICAGO - Today the University of Chicago Consortium on School Research (UChicago
Consortium) is releasing the first large-scale, mixed methods study of how the closing of 47
Chicago elementary schools at the end of the 2012-13 school year affected student and staff
experiences and student outcomes. Interviews with students and staff revealed challenges
with logistics, relationships, and school culture as closed school communities were merged
with welcoming schools. The study examined effects on mobility, attendance, suspensions,
core GPA, and test scores for students from closed and welcoming schools. It found no
effects on attendance or suspension rates. The study found long-term negative effects on
math test scores for students from closed schools, and short-term negative effects on
reading test scores for both groups of students, with reading scores recovering in
subsequent years. The mixed methods study builds on a prior Consortium study from 2015
that looked at where students from closed schools enrolled and why.

“Understanding the effects of a major policy decision, such as the 2013 school closings, is
important,” says Marisa de la Torre, an author of the study and Managing Director and
Senior Research Associate at the UChicago Consortium. “In this study, we take a very broad
approach, including many more outcomes than most school closings studies, in order to
understand as fully as we can the effects on staff and students from both closed and
welcoming schools.”

In 2013, citing a one-billion-dollar budget deficit, underutilized buildings, and declining
enrollment, the Chicago Board of Education voted to close 47 elementary schools and one
high school program at an elementary school, and to phase out two more elementary
programs the following year. The closings were described as an opportunity to move
students to higher-rated schools. Forty-eight schools were named welcoming schools.
Fourteen welcoming schools moved into the building of a closed school. On average,
students from closed schools made up about 32 percent of the student population in
welcoming schools during the year of the merger.
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Key findings:

The qualitative portion of this mixed-methods study used data from interviews with staff
and students at six designated welcoming schools, selected to represent a range of
transition experiences. In interviews, staff and students from both closed and welcoming
schools reported that the planning process for merging schools was not sufficient, resulting
in feeling unprepared for the start of the school year. In addition, interviewees used the
word “chaotic” to describe the process of moving schools, saying it was difficult to
adequately prepare schools in time to receive students. Staff and students reported
experiencing a period of mourning, not only because the closings process severed
longstanding social connections, but also because the merging of school cultures created
challenging social dynamics. Staff and students said they appreciated the expansion of Safe
Passage routes, and new investments in technology and resources.

“There is very little qualitative research on school closings generally, yet understanding the
experiences of staff and students provides valuable insights,” says Molly Gordon, an author
of the study and a Research Scientist at the UChicago Consortium. “For example, staff
wished for much more support and training around bringing together two school
communities.”

The quantitative portion of the study used administrative data from 2008-09 through
2016-17 for all students in the closed and welcoming schools. It compared closed and
welcoming school students’ mobility, attendance, suspensions, core GPA, and test scores
after the closings to their prior outcomes and to those of students in similar schools to
understand the effect of the closings. It found mobility increased among students attending
welcoming schools that relocated in to the building of a closed school; those students were
more likely to transfer to other schools in the year of the merger. In subsequent years,
mobility was not affected by the closures for students in closed or welcoming schools.
There was no effect on absence or suspension rates for students in closed or welcoming
schools. Core GPA was not affected immediately after the closures, although there were
small negative effects three and four years post-closures for students from closed schools
who had been in the grades 3-5 in the announcement year (2012-13). While these students’
GPAs were lower than expected, their GPAs were improving over time. The test scores of
students in both closed and welcoming schools were negatively affected. Students from
closed schools experienced the largest negative effect. Their scores were lower than
expected in the year of the announcement: roughly 1.5 months in reading and 2 months in
math. Reading scores recovered after one year, but the negative effect on math scores
persisted for four years (the last year of data in the study). Students from welcoming
schools showed lower reading test scores, about 1.5 months lower than expected, the first
year after the merger. This was a short-term effect, as reading scores rebounded the
following year.

Prior research on school closings in other districts has also found negative effects on
students’ outcomes in the year that the closings are announced. Other studies generally
find lower attendance and higher subsequent mobility, as well as some negative effects on
the achievement of students in receiving schools. Researchers found that these effects were
mitigated when students from closed schools attend substantially better performing
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receiving schools, or when there is less disruption for students, such as when schools are
phased-out. The findings from this current study differ somewhat from other research
because it found the negative effect on students’ math scores persisted four years after
schools were closed, however, attendance and mobility were not affected for displaced
students.

Read the full report, School Closings in Chicago: Staff and Student Experiences and Academic
Outcome by Molly F. Gordon, Marisa de la Torre, Jennifer R. Cowhy, Paul T. Moore, Lauren
Sartain, and David Knight, on the UChicago Consortium website:
consortium.uchicago.edu/publications
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