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What, then, prevents us as a nation from thinking about small schools as 

a scalable issue? 

PAST ATTEMPTS TO THINK ABOUT SCALE 

In recent years, there has been much discussion about how to "scale up." Educators 

and policy makers use the term to think about how they might transform whole 

systems and sustain more successful educational practices. Going to scale means 

that a positive educational practice can be put in place in every school and every 

classroom. Two theories have defined the public's thinking about scale over time. 

Theory 1: Bigger is better. The theory that recommended larger, regional 

schools as opposed to smaller, local schools was a first step in developing the 

public belief that larger schools would serve students better. From early in the 

20th century through the 1960s, school districts across the country consolidated 

their resources to build larger schools based on the theory that larger schools 

could provide broader choices in the curriculum, offering such subjects as foreign

language instruction, advanced physics, and calculus at the high school level and 

more highly tracked systems at the elementary level. Bigger schools presumably 

offered better competition, helped students encounter a variety of students and 

teachers, and enabled teachers to teach a more homogenous group of students. 

Furthermore, large plants, located to serve multiple communities, were developed 

to include full sports facilities, libraries, and so forth.2 

In actuality, however, such schools generated a set of unintended 

consequences that we are just now beginning to understand. Large schools 

enabled numbers of students to pass through or drop out anonymously. In large 

schools, students and faculty, as well as parents, report high levels of alienation 

and bureaucratic policies (Gladden, 1998). Violence and drug use plague higher 

numbers of students in large schools than in small schools. M<\1-·eover, the 

impersonal and alienating environment oflarger schools seems both to encourage 

high levels of school disorder and to make it difficult to effectively combat existing 

problems (Bryk & Driscoll, 1988; Gottfredson, 1985; Pittman & Houghwout, 

1987; Zane, 1994). To solve the problems produced by the weak social relationships 

and the sense of alienation found in larger schools, many are reliant on security 

guards, metal detectors, and rules to produce safety-trust, knowledge of the 
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