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OPERATIONS

Rightsizing Your School District
Rightsizing district buildings and campuses can improve operational 
efficiency by reducing space and eliminating duplication of services.

By Jody Andres, AIA, LEED AP

Educational models 
change, and the 
spaces that house 
learning activities 

need to respond to those 
changes. The one-size-fits-
all mentality of the factory 
school model does not sup-
port the focus of today’s 
education: communication, 
collaboration, critical think-
ing, and creativity. Our chal-
lenge is to provide the proper 
space to facilitate this culture.

Changing Models 
and Mindsets
Facility planners strive to 
provide classrooms that will 
address the needs of various 
teaching (and thus learning) 
styles. The current emphasis on more active learning 
requires spaces that are larger than traditional class-
rooms to allow for a variety of learning configurations, 
technology use, and more.

Additionally, schools focused on improving mental 
health recognize that the size of the classrooms, corri-
dors, and common spaces affects the students and staff 
who are struggling––cramped and noisy student learning 
and gathering areas escalate the potential for negative 
incidents. Light, open classrooms and hallways, as well 
as regulation stations within the classroom to promote 
sensory relaxation and incident de-escalation contribute 
to healthier learning environments.

What Size School?
Determining the appropriate school building size has 
long been a challenge for school districts. How big is too 
big for a high school? When should districts consider 
expanding on or building another school? The same type 

The School District of Manawa in Wisconsin added a true middle school within its existing 
high school building, creating two individual schools that can take advantage of shared 
resources and spaces due to their location.

of challenge applies when considering whether a school 
district or school building should be smaller.

When faced with declining enrollment and a dwin-
dling budget, district leaders must consider consolidat-
ing, closing, and remodeling schools. Maintaining space 
that is not used or is underutilized, providing heating 
and cooling, and duplicating services at separate loca-
tions can be costly and wasteful.

A critical aspect of facility planning is the district’s 
vision for class sizes. Research offers differing opinions 
regarding the size of classes, but typically parents, teach-
ers, and researchers believe that smaller class sizes are 
important for younger students and students with spe-
cial needs.

Ultimately, schools can be big but still feel small. 
We have seen remarkable success in breaking up single 
buildings into separate individual “schools” or giving 
grade levels unique identities. The real focus should be 
on having the suitable size spaces available for a variety 
of learning needs and instructional strategies.
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A Prime Example
A good example of rightsizing can be found in Manawa, 
Wisconsin. The School District of Manawa had a junior/
senior high and an elementary school until 1994, when 
the community approved expanding to a third location 
for middle school students. Sixteen years later, due to 
declining enrollment, the district closed the elemen-
tary building, moved those students into the middle 
school, and moved seventh and eighth graders to the 
high school.

The old elementary remained abandoned on the cam-
pus for eight years until the school district conducted a 
comprehensive district-wide facilities feasibility study. 
New district leadership identified the abandoned school 
as a prominent reminder to the community of the diffi-
culties the district faced.

The work that came out of the study included the 
creation of a true middle school within Little Wolf Jr./Sr. 
High School, a new high school administration area, and 
a new two-story fitness center to serve students, staff, 
and community members.

The new middle school space within the existing high 
school allowed students to have more resources and staff 
available for their needs. Additionally, the district demol-
ished the old elementary building, enabling the commu-
nity to move forward with schools that responded to the 
community’s needs and size.

Flexibility Is Our Friend
Smaller districts and schools have a much more challeng-
ing time adjusting to changes in enrollment. However, 
this can be managed with good planning and flexible 
facility design.

Flexibility in space and furniture enables teachers to 
create diverse activity areas, create a variety of group-
ings, and establish a shared learning platform among 

students. More and more, best practices provide for 
learning spaces that are easily configured and reconfig-
ured to support unique and changing educational needs.

For example, science labs traditionally consisted of 
fixed lab tables, often situated with islands and a sepa-
rate area for desks. Today, schools frequently arrange 
a smaller amount of fixed casework along the walls, 
including stations with sinks and gas hook-ups. Adjust-
able-height mobile tables—which can be wheeled to 
stations—allow for disparate lab experiments or can be 
arranged for Socratic discussions or presentations. Gas 
and power can even be supplied in a way to move and 
change with different room arrangements.

Creating flexible space that is conducive to collabora-
tive work is vital as well. Wedge-shaped desks can be 
grouped in various ways depending on the class size, but 
also can be separated for individual work. Writable wall 
surfaces that contribute to project collaboration and 
brainstorming are also in high demand. Furniture with 
flexibility empowers teachers to alter the arrangement, 
create diverse activity areas, and also provide for groups 
of varied sizes.

Data, Vision, and Student Success
At the end of the day, educational leaders must look at 
the data for their district to make sound facility deci-
sions. Enrollment and population trends tell a story and 
can provide information essential to the process of arriv-
ing at informed conclusions. Then, with student success 
and the production of a splendid work environment in 
mind, a vision can be created and cast.

Rightsizing our schools is important to students, 
teachers, and our communities, and it is up to us to be 
good stewards both academically and financially.

Jody Andres is a senior project architect and the K-12 market 
leader at Hoffman Planning, Design & Construction, Inc. Email: 
jandres@hoffman.net

Ready-to-ship inventory
Find the products you need, 
in stock and ready to ship.

Multi-phase project management
Work with experts who know how 
to manage large, complex projects.

Objective-driven space planning
Plan your spaces around your 
specifi c educational goals.

Purchasing compliance
Easily navigate your state’s ESSER 
purchasing requirements with our 
expert guidance.

Hassle-free installation
Tap into our network of reliable
installers for customized installation. 

Fight learning loss with your ESSER funds
We’ll help you create learning space solutions

1-800-260-2776      |      www.SchoolOutfi tters.com

At School Outfitters, our project experts are 
ready to help your school make the most of its 
ESSER funds. We’ll work closely with you to 
outfit school spaces that address the unique 
needs of your students and staff. 

Whether you’d like to create a tranquility room 
to ease student anxiety, remodel a library to 
make room for tutoring sessions or upgrade a 
classroom to accommodate special needs, our 
experts have the furniture you need.  

And with our ready-to-ship inventory, you can 
be sure your ESSER funds project will get 
done on time and on budget.   

School Outfi tters is an authorized vendor 
on these national and regional contracts: 
•  BuyBoard 

•  TIPS 

•  GoodBuy 

•  MISBO 

•  State contracts (multiple) 

•  District contracts (multiple) 

What makes us different

Offering a greater 
degree of flexibility, 
today’s science labs 
frequently offer less 

attached casework 
along classroom walls 

(including sink and gas 
hook-up stations) and 

adjustable height tables 
that can be moved to 

and from stations or into 
different arrangements. C
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