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When there are simply fewer children: How do districts adjust? 

It’s a question I’ve been thinking about a lot as I've tracked school districts’ financial 
problems and declining enrollment. When I heard Bellingham Public Schools was 
assembling a committee to tackle this question, I was eager to find out more. 

In Bellingham’s case, a drop of 600 students from 2019-20 to this year has meant 
some serious declines in elementary enrollment. It’s something they attribute mostly 
to birth-rate declines. Data I got from the state shows this decline clearly. 

https://link.mail.beehiiv.com/ss/c/u001.sXEFICrx-j38Zeitu1kRZla9iwSF6m5_oHBqBHxOx10gnh7tW9cySzHrrZHpuSKkRQJTdCGhamgslsoX1XR0-e1c8E6WCZwlT7KtD0GjCuTLdGTlzuH-oyn5LzjLZSmLbss-J5wIGS09QCwR33WBl3Y8IXbI9_5tgcG8fHG4UyJWMbJsfapR0-92HiWRnEoCQBffGhPzMXfoxtEfckDV5cs6E660CojyODdrVE3ICM_A2KPrynkG6rJzxN94Qt_0HhcBrkXgZ7v5_U-duYcOVq9djklxxWGx8kVr1wGcn0KJuNKRNogsfMZwdDlwmFKBKCMMk56BHLJz1Mdvnn36yaiOOIP8F1YFrmQOENgIBV5No5iHzzHxfvhomhSK-1bz/4ov/jqbWJmcWStKPUpdMq3mNyw/h0/h001.JD4s3Wp1N9g1-wfj_Ip18WamYK7RXEnB2ncrEEIwPS0


 

 

Some of this decline could be offset by people moving into the area (although high 
costs could hinder some of that projected growth — see my colleague Julia Tellman’s 
ongoing series Priced Out). I also often hear the claim that people are turning away 
from public school to homeschooling and private school. And while state data does 
show a slow increase in both, data for Bellingham doesn’t back up that claim. 

Are Bellingham elementary schools underutilized? 

Since 2009, Bellingham Public Schools has been building elementary schools to hold 
around 450 students. The main reason for that is the district finds big benefits in 
having at least two classes in each grade, Facilities Manager Jessica Sankey told me 
last month. 

With that number in hand, I did some quick math to see how full those schools — 
Wade King, Cordata, Birchwood, Happy Valley, Parkview, Alderwood and Sunnyland — 
are right now. 

https://link.mail.beehiiv.com/ss/c/u001.sXEFICrx-j38Zeitu1kRZla9iwSF6m5_oHBqBHxOx113kJpYNkDNLXcx3znEwgYctaXG3fVRsJsRxNOGGL7gpztVNMDn707JSYb08IvFVytMpDuTcvS5ZmmnvBTvLBUvGA5yeubLwCue15EJQaQwYxqv9K-lG9t4ijowyRw35IxHfZoGXXW1CSxIsclxXTw3eN08jUjFwpYUSsnJvhEHgpm52cectHylfyhzW67099SNjopKpcSLo3mNAW3ugdfX8rT7tpZpvJA4hLhrhxqBZA/4ov/jqbWJmcWStKPUpdMq3mNyw/h1/h001.Ht0513klmQz0Nx_FPLIhhC0HTuFuJkpdngLhNjtGOF0


This exercise is modeled on an excellent Voice of San Diego story, which concluded 
that about half of San Diego Unified schools were underutilized, based on a definition 
from Chicago Public Schools that defines that as below 70% of a school’s capacity. 

My math shows that this year, Alderwood and Wade King are operating at below 70% 
capacity, both at about 63%, based on data from the Office of Superintendent of 
Public Instruction. But it shows other schools that are nearly or completely full. 
Parkview is operating at 89% capacity this year, while Happy Valley has exactly 450 
students (in theory, at 100% capacity). 

Clearly, there’s room to adjust. The facilities committee could recommend 
attendance boundary changes, school closures, the consolidation of programs — or 
all three. News out of the committee should be coming in May or June. 

A brief history of recent (and almost) school closures  

All of these conversations are inevitably tied up in budget challenges. Washington’s 
school funding system works so that when a child leaves the school, the district loses 
funding for that student. 

A couple of years ago, Seattle Public Schools went through an incredibly public 
process of debating school closures. Proposals ranged from closing four schools to 21 
schools to address a budget deficit. It prompted massive pushback from the 
community. Those closures appear to be off the table for now. 

https://link.mail.beehiiv.com/ss/c/u001.gBUrB07Lb9Cgl-jWqadTy40n2rlli5JNDgR1lFYUa916xsGYjGF-s2wHckuRI0pJ3zl3_n-mfh9On9QEAU9YlHYUDpW4sl4p8_WCwXzyWEF9QKGu1JEUq2SfDE6NNkRkU-8_wYORlaAhT7Dc3_S-76WArEU99p7iEKmQtpzoONBjvCm9ky1MKFmzrYQPQQpXDZT5mNjy9ISfqx61Ra8CE5-n935EzuoosAdC2fT5pSHJysyESqvWSaUvrl_UeRNHbIssVItdC6ZM-O5EN4r3ecK-PF6hrpH972nMcs0X2wuyb4wN6es_5TFVYbTBTYXLcxy204M8czroLeuMPWiO0Q/4ov/jqbWJmcWStKPUpdMq3mNyw/h2/h001.W93Eby11bWc71Rmxh6OAcB-H5XsXGaBxqEmuasd3hhs
https://link.mail.beehiiv.com/ss/c/u001.sXEFICrx-j38Zeitu1kRZqoKVCvrO8PYz3bs05zldJz9ih1FKRW-iKwUulVHrDdCbEcAt0GBH-QPsz0xXrGpqoO9oNP4SsqkO8Y7XGlbBR86Hl96nHZZ4SQGecucFSbQYNJEDuAF-XRiSok7_vBf5k-p9jgrPxQrDl35_v-D3k0JLbO4TsKIsqr0IX_02sXJ_5gMK2VOZhMfbLkpR3BsIwRGpaV2khkpVmegoYJNvvEeAkk18UH1L7GZVCk4bStaXfX5FnGTuqYgehdwPxS7P7wmfImn2GMN3_MEUB-kujkHj-S1PDFOLhsWd5NLqUIYiHzQWeytHarRmh8JSbO_6QO2vEchgwXDH2XXse8NheqJU9Kp8oOkALf3Gdj7aTLC/4ov/jqbWJmcWStKPUpdMq3mNyw/h3/h001.EbQ96KoxUUflO9yzyED_sshJUZb-TRcD5dQrWqOTbW0
https://link.mail.beehiiv.com/ss/c/u001.sXEFICrx-j38Zeitu1kRZh0ZsxK99bPLYbcxv0hvK1pZAtI7yDPverGfxa2ol8VllQuYlSNBrDeiQgbwVjomphmyTMmqGYCFU1Z5PDLzXhz-5Lg3k4IpXMGo2Um2PwmWt3CReBzGmefzc210cuKtSBvBDJZ6COFx0fp3t8UqLn4H8G5X272L_TeGwqYPViapqp_b7D_cCGZwklPX8IG_XU4HDxTFOiCq6YVVGeAut0golvmFh9q8WWcxVZLJAB8-jBKUr1swWXquPO9kzpDmHDyQudFfi5TAg0_Y-7RrJIoHBmAI3RyOANaDiz3pwuMypcGqA2wb-5OnBAlMvCwAc61W1r2p6VePwdqQ07g2cRQ/4ov/jqbWJmcWStKPUpdMq3mNyw/h4/h001.lQKsyRCvJfE0sSKJGorRBXocMIffyksnhfL6Ls5V7_o
https://link.mail.beehiiv.com/ss/c/u001.sXEFICrx-j38Zeitu1kRZh0ZsxK99bPLYbcxv0hvK1pZAtI7yDPverGfxa2ol8VllQuYlSNBrDeiQgbwVjomphmyTMmqGYCFU1Z5PDLzXhz-5Lg3k4IpXMGo2Um2PwmWt3CReBzGmefzc210cuKtSBvBDJZ6COFx0fp3t8UqLn4H8G5X272L_TeGwqYPViapqp_b7D_cCGZwklPX8IG_XU4HDxTFOiCq6YVVGeAut0golvmFh9q8WWcxVZLJAB8-jBKUr1swWXquPO9kzpDmHDyQudFfi5TAg0_Y-7RrJIoHBmAI3RyOANaDiz3pwuMypcGqA2wb-5OnBAlMvCwAc61W1r2p6VePwdqQ07g2cRQ/4ov/jqbWJmcWStKPUpdMq3mNyw/h4/h001.lQKsyRCvJfE0sSKJGorRBXocMIffyksnhfL6Ls5V7_o
https://link.mail.beehiiv.com/ss/c/u001.4ZPODYlyxza3YobBkS13Dykmf8KkETEetL9KXWXBiTvWJlahj893jK613DPctu0QjMiT-tQ2YeLiA0TERhTBppgRW5-4EG2KjIRBHIx0tICMsOes6NW2TzJRGk1s8Z18aA6PP1ZrHqXV0EXn-H6OaEsf9KIFIwjlDy1IMrByU_sF3jwCqCeMYqqRcHoRDBaR6-JktHFXXUiwvJUOo5L9gaTk0_z3twtLv_eq8KKk4A-7Z6ToQsXdorF-OciUncqwu3Fmjv09zQwWqE2OtToMve157bYcmDw9OOp2h_XhMK1xONss44fZR7M9vdNrlXZ3AwnXPU51T2t9utBY9UUxxggDtLXbknHSoivh8Xy-ZTijyk3TvSxyNIQQMnxugt2COFH_nmrtcsfY64NPVCkdV7JUdVZHuq7lSrqm22V6GIIaevYABOopSX4pdjeN4nYfVlXB02NKQRXxhTiLihebBA/4ov/jqbWJmcWStKPUpdMq3mNyw/h5/h001.pl0IUOajBZ7fUfG_n2LPmusTD64NCJQ7htdjGnuEH4k


 

A scene from the first day of school at Lucille Umbarger Middle School in the 
Burlington-Edison School District. Up until the fall, Lucille Umbarger operated as a K-
8 elementary school. It now serves all 6-8 graders in the district. (Santiago 
Ochoa/Cascadia Daily News) 

 

Locally, Burlington-Edison School District closed one elementary school and 
reorganized the rest to create a middle school. The consolidation saved the district 
about $2.7 million and helped it right-size to a 450 drop in students over the previous 
seven years. 

Blaine School District almost went through with a merger of its primary and 
elementary schools. But interim superintendent Dan Chaplik paused the plan last 
July, questioning the numbers presented by the previous superintendent and the 
benefits of such a move. 

These kinds of conversations are far from over. I suspect a number of local districts 
will face difficult decisions in the coming years. 

https://link.mail.beehiiv.com/ss/c/u001.sXEFICrx-j38Zeitu1kRZla9iwSF6m5_oHBqBHxOx11_kJKqAeLRVRYPWFxBv86SA_ySt9mSTyD6qnD9QaJ6QidkFXPIMRmh5Sf4lAApCZuAG2zljIUerVcYbGcyVvaTxAIZFRlFN4KTffU6vyX609vDcfa8CLJ439pABqBcWOkASBZIPMgVTcD3nOu_rE703CuABI4hbuxCbfJ8XMoadVOoLxWYwlzdZaIebqruE9P0y3A9yCj4_VmEHG5P1k4gqzUAxYWaHEzaCHC-tBM9SyndYaJZFM880FEddbI_aeTz1KrbbXhJFvoiKY82LQCT_9zpd4b8Ol-bfQ-9JY2l3bQuaRYZoWb4fH0Y1W_PNip-a1EROn34pK5Zu0Ph0HTg/4ov/jqbWJmcWStKPUpdMq3mNyw/h6/h001.NeLHxX4jwHy1_MTsbqRj57QTIByTE0cga46HXfTWTC4
https://link.mail.beehiiv.com/ss/c/u001.sXEFICrx-j38Zeitu1kRZla9iwSF6m5_oHBqBHxOx10BxfPrfeFnaOpxpq4OdXc9XWzh_tvXl6JzB1p-SOE5o6_i5NpSU3C-PvkOpLcxr1EMw_IgWS9qqgPHum3VXFVhqXmP-O_xiC_k0guTxBJVBb-n7Wn_AuE8vcIqVka0XdW9CvjclFB4y1B6KlfdIjsA4sdHf23oNaVJjY--r8Ia_iNfELC52t8WWkN4jVQhUn9vg_UpNrbbpovtOsy3FFQ2aJJfYDNhnmPn-kMvmQPEoLr2IcKGWMkK-6eEdVFI5OxVO6GUynh2OAqNNEcHaYpKS9QeWMr6tT6KATN_KLpSnA/4ov/jqbWJmcWStKPUpdMq3mNyw/h7/h001.lt3whZf1Jxf49lV3eGdVZHALX1GCDYNXc-n7jQVs6KE
https://link.mail.beehiiv.com/ss/c/u001.sXEFICrx-j38Zeitu1kRZla9iwSF6m5_oHBqBHxOx10BxfPrfeFnaOpxpq4OdXc9XWzh_tvXl6JzB1p-SOE5o6_i5NpSU3C-PvkOpLcxr1EMw_IgWS9qqgPHum3VXFVhqXmP-O_xiC_k0guTxBJVBb-n7Wn_AuE8vcIqVka0XdW9CvjclFB4y1B6KlfdIjsA4sdHf23oNaVJjY--r8Ia_iNfELC52t8WWkN4jVQhUn9vg_UpNrbbpovtOsy3FFQ2aJJfYDNhnmPn-kMvmQPEoLr2IcKGWMkK-6eEdVFI5OxVO6GUynh2OAqNNEcHaYpKS9QeWMr6tT6KATN_KLpSnA/4ov/jqbWJmcWStKPUpdMq3mNyw/h7/h001.lt3whZf1Jxf49lV3eGdVZHALX1GCDYNXc-n7jQVs6KE


Have you heard of something happening in your district related to proposed 
consolidation or enrollment? Reach out: charlottealden@cascadiadaily.com. 

  
 

  
 

 

 

 

Charlotte Alden is CDN’s education/enterprise reporter. 
She covers K-12 schools, community and technical 
colleges and Western Washington University. 
Occasionally, she reports on homelessness. Reach her at 
charlottealden@cascadiadaily.com. 
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