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Why this matters

School closures affect students, families, and neighborhoods. Arizona districts are facing
multiple, compounding issues at the same time including long-term declines in the school-age
population and rapid growth in Education Savings Account (ESA) participation.! According to
ABC15 Arizona, 26 schools across 10 school districts have closed in the Phoenix-Metro Valley
since 2024.? Figure 1 shows the number of schools that have closed in the Phoenix Metro-
Valley by district since 2024.

Figure 1: Number of schools closed by district since 2024

District Name Number of Schools
Closing
Cave Creek Unified School District? 2

Phoenix Elementary School District*
Paradise Valley Unified®
Roosevelt Elementary School District®
Issac Elementary School District’
Kyrene Elementary School District?
Scottsdale Unified®
Balsz Elementary School District'°
Gilbert Public Schools
Alhambra Elementary School District'? 2

Source: ABC15 Arizona. “LIST: Valley Districts That Have Closed School Buildings in Recent Years.”
Updated [Jan 28, 2026]. Accessed January 29, 2026. https://www.abc15.com/news/education/list-valley-
districts-that-have-closed-school-buildings-in-recent-years.
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Reasons for Closures

At a Glance

Arizona districts widely report fewer students, but there’s disagreement as to the cause of the
decline. Some point to demographics (lower birth rates, aging neighborhoods). Others
emphasize policy shifts, particularly universal eligibility for ESAs since 2022. In fact, both of
these issues contribute to the declining enroliment in public schools. ™



Declining School Enroliment related to declining birth rates

Between 2007-2022 Arizona’s birth rate declined 36.1%, the second-largest drop among all
states, with only Utah experiencing a greater decline. Fewer births translates to fewer numbers
of children enrolling in schools over time. A 2022 state-by-state analysis from Pew Research
Center shows that Arizona experienced one of the sharpest fertility rate declines when
measured against 2001-2010 averages, especially in areas with older housing stock.' Some
factors mentioned include a decline in teenage birth rates due to greater awareness and use of
contraception. The Pew Issue Brief also references many other socioeconomic factors
contributing to the declining birth rates, but states that these factors are difficult to measure and
quantify. Some of the socioeconomic factors offered in the brief are that Americans are delaying
or forgoing marriage altogether, women are marrying later in life and delaying having children
until later in life. Enrollment implications are not temporary or short-lived. The Pew Research
Center projects that smaller cohorts of children entering schools will cause a ripple effect as
they move through the K—12 and postsecondary systems, eventually leading to a smaller tax
base able to support schools.®

Declining enrollment due to increased use of school vouchers

In the 2022-2023 school year, Arizona’s Education Savings Account (ESA) program expanded
to universal eligibility, meaning any student in Arizona was able to use it. When it initially began
in 2011, eligibility was limited to students who had a disability. Over time, eligibility expanded
but mostly was restricted to students who attended failing schools or students who had
disabilities. However, following the universal expansion policy shift, participation in the ESA
program rose from about 12,000 students in 2021-22 to nearly 90,000 in the 2024-25 school
year.'® As of the 2024-2025 school year, about 7% of the school-age population used the ESA
program.'” According to a RAND analysis of the Arizona school voucher program, most new
users of the universally expanded ESA program (about 71%) were already in private school or
homeschooling, meaning that these students had not previously been accounted for in the
public school funding dollars and represented new costs pulled from public school funding,
without any corresponding reduction in costs to the public school system in Arizona.'® However,
according to the Arizona Department of Education’s more recent Fiscal Year 2026 quarter 1
report, 56.5% of the new students using education vouchers attended public school immediately
prior to enrolling in the ESA program.® Figure 2 shows there was about a 4% percent change in
student enrollment in the ESA program between the 2021-22 and 2022-23 school year and
about a 3% percent change in student enrollment in public schools during the same period.
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Percent of Students

Figure 2: Percentage of students in different types of school settings over time
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Source: EdChoice. “EdChoice Share 2026 — Infogram.” Updated December 15, 2025.
https://edchoice.infogram.com/edchoice-share-2026-1h9j6qg3evmdv4g.

By the 2024-2025 school year, the ESA program costs reached an estimated $886 million
(roughly 10% of ADE’s budget) and according to the Arizona Capitol Times, ESA enroliment
surpassed 100,000 students in January 2026 leading to a program cost of about $1 billion.2°
According to RAND, families spend about 60% of ESA funds on private-school tuition, with the
rest spent on tutoring, home-schooling curriculum materials, technology, and other services.?!
Additionally, one design component of the ESA program has allowed for ESA funds to
accumulate unused over time for families who participate, potentially impacting program
efficiency. Currently, there is no requirement that ESA funds be spent each year allowing funds
to rollover year to year. According to RAND, in the 2023-2024 school year, 28% of obligated
ESA funds ($213 million) were awarded to families, but not spent.

According to an analysis by the Grand Canyon Institute, the estimated cost to the state resulting
from students switching from school districts or charter schools to enrolling in the ESA program
is about $16.6 million for fiscal year 2025.22 According to an analysis by the Grand Canyon
Institute, there were about 12,000 students who switched from district or charter schools to the
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ESA program in fiscal year 2025. 22 This represents 6,370 students who switched from district
schools to the ESA program and 5,650 students who switched from charter schools to the ESA
program in fiscal year 2025.2* Overall, the report states that the net cost of the universal ESA
program in fiscal year 2025 was $360 million after accounting for the costs to the state of
children who would have enrolled in district or charter schools without the universal ESA
program.2® This amount does not account for the ongoing costs of students who started
participating in the ESA program prior to fiscal year 2025.

How Closure Decisions Are Made

Each school district in Arizona is responsible for decision-making around whether and when to
close schools in the district. For purposes of this brief, Kyrene school district will be used as an
example of the decision-making process because the Kyrene school district provided many
useful and publicly available documents about their decisions.

The general process used by the Kyrene School District involved contracting with
demographers to provide studies about future enroliment projections, housing market
projections, and projected cost savings using different school closure scenarios. A large
committee comprising district staff, district teachers, and parents reviewed the information and
made recommendations to the Governing Board. Feedback from the public was sought and
considered, resulting in changes to the proposed number of school closures. The Governing
Board reviewed different scenarios of school closures and resulting impacts on cost savings and
building capacity in remaining schools. In December 2025, the Kyrene School District Governing
Board voted to move forward with closing six schools, four elementary schools and two middle
schools, by 2028.2¢ For additional details about the process Kyrene used in its decision-making,
see the text box below.

Kyrene School District’s Decision-Making Process for School Closures

In an interview, the Kyrene District Governing Board president indicated that to initiate
discussions and decision-making about whether to close schools, a 57-member committee was
formed in late 2024 .27

In February 2025, the Long Range Planning Committee reviewed a demographic and
enrollment study completed by Applied Economics.?® The enroliment study looked at
demographic and population characteristics like household tenure and housing supply,
geographic distribution of students by grade level, housing market conditions and enroliment
projections.?® This enroliment study highlighted some interesting trends in the local housing
market, including that neighborhoods in the Kyrene School District are aging, housing is not
turning over to new and younger buyers with children, and the cost of housing makes purchases
unattainable for younger buyers with children.®® The study also presented information about
occupancy rates of its school buildings and projected service rates, which is the number of
students served divided by the eligible school-age population in the district.?’

The Long Range Planning Committee also reviewed the Kyrene School District budget and
spending model and how lower enroliment has translated to lower funding from the state.3?
According to the presentation material the Kyrene School District lost $20.6 million cumulatively
in state funding due to lower enrollment since 2017-2018.33




The Long Range Planning Committee reviewed different options for further decreasing spending
to match lower projections in future enrollment and a funding gap of approximately $6.7 million
by 2030. Some of the strategic levers considered were to align staffing with enrollment, improve
administrative and operational efficiency, determine which programs and supports could be
reduced or eliminated, and consider closing or repurposing schools.** Ultimately, the Long
Range Planning Committee determined that it would be necessary to close some schools in
order to address future estimated funding shortfalls while maintaining programs and services for
students such as academic behavior specialists and athletics programs.3%

In August 2025, a demographer from Applied Economics provided five different options for
groupings of elementary schools for hypothetical closure and two different options for middle
school closure scenarios and presented projected enrollments, capacity of the schools and
utilization of the school buildings for the proposed schools to close in each scenario.®¢ The Long
Range Planning Committee engaged in a series of voting exercises which resulted in
recommendations to the Governing Board.

After the recommendations were presented, the Governing Board started considering the
practical implications and implementation needs of the two options including analyzing bus route

changes-and-staffingchangesneededinthe-eventof-schoolclosures—Through-Octoberand
November of 2025 public hearings were held to obtain feedback from community members
about the proposed school closures. Following review and community feedback, at the
December 16, 2025 meeting the Governing Board voted to close six schools, four elementary
and two middle schools, which would allow the district to address approximately $5.8 million of
the $6.7 million projected funding gap.®’

Impacts of school closures

School closures can have mixed effects on students and neighborhoods depending on the
quality of the schools students move to and what becomes of closed schools. Some reasons
school districts may decide to close schools is that it will mean more efficient uses of resources
and better financial supports for schools in the district that remain open.

After school closure, if a displaced student ends up attending a higher-performing school than
their original school, the student could experience improved academic performance.® However,
some research indicates that students largely experience negative short-term impacts to
reading and math outcomes when they are sent to other schools with these impacts appearing
to fade three years after students moved to new schools.?® Although negative impacts to math
and reading outcomes seem to be short-term, in the long term, school closures can have
negative impacts on college enroliment rates, employment, and earnings for affected students
at ages 25-27.4° Additionally, the negative long-term impacts appear to affect students
differently with more negative effects seen for students who are older when their school closes,
Hispanic students, economically disadvantaged students, and students from originally lower-
performing schools.*!

School closures can also affect teachers and is highlighted in an article exploring the effects of
school closures on the teacher labor market in Texas. Researchers found that school closures
were associated with a 25% increased probability that teachers would leave the profession and
a 33% increased probability that teachers would move to a new school district.4? The article also
supported previous research findings that school closures disproportionately displaced Black
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teachers and that Black teachers were more likely to leave the profession or change districts
compared to White or Hispanic teachers.*3

Closing schools can also impact surrounding neighborhoods negatively by decreasing
community cohesion and civic engagement.44 Additionally, school closures have also been
associated with a decline in property values for the surrounding neighborhoods.*?

Conclusion

Arizona school districts are navigating a complex combination of decreased enrollment patterns
as declining birth rates have reduced the number of school-age children, and universal eligibility
for Education Savings Accounts has accelerated enrollment losses in public schools. As districts
face lower student counts and corresponding reductions in state funding, many have decided to
close schools as a strategy to stabilize budgets and preserve important school programs and
services. The Kyrene School District example illustrates how districts attempt to make these
decisions through data analysis, long-term planning, and community engagement.

However, the impacts of school closures can have far reaching impacts. For example, students

may experience short-term academic disruption and neighborhoods may face reduced cohesion
and decreased home values following a school closure. While some students benefit when they
transition to higher performing schools, research indicates that the overall effects are mixed and
uneven across student groups.

School closures will likely remain a significant policy issue as Arizona continues to adjust to
demographic shifts and rapid growth in school choice programs. Since school closures can be
contentious events in a community, it would be wise for school districts to use a data-informed,
structured, and transparent decision-making process to help maintain community trust and
ensure that future decisions balance fiscal realities with the needs of students and communities.
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