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Pennsylvania School District Merger: 

A Procedural Overview 
 
 
A BRIEF HISTORY 

 While certainly not common, school district merger is not new to Pennsylvania.  Beginning in the 

1960’s, Pennsylvania was subject to a state-wide effort to reduce the number of school districts and saw a steep 

decline from 2,277 districts down to 669.  This event was repeated in the 1970’s when the number dropped to 

505, and then ultimately to 501.  Though periodically discussed—oftentimes heavily—there has only been one 

voluntary district merger since the 1960’s.  Thus, the process and protocol for merger remains somewhat vague 

and ambiguous.   

 

STATUTORY PROCEDURE 

 The Pennsylvania School Code provides a general outline of the procedural steps for school districts to 

follow when contemplating or pursuing a merger.   

 Section 2-224 of the School Code empowers the Board of Directors of any two (or more) school districts 

to adopt a resolution for merger.  The resolution must only be adopted by majority vote, and it must 

substantially outline the areas to be combined.   

 Once a resolution is adopted, the districts must file an Application for Approval with the Pennsylvania 

Secretary of Education at which time the Application shall be placed on the agenda of the State Board of 

Education.  Once the Application is on the State Board’s agenda, the Board shall review and approve the 

Application, as it deems appropriate.  Alternatively, the Board may permit or request other interested parties to 
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file objection(s) to the Application.  In the event the Board does not approve the Application, the Application is 

returned to the requesting districts for resubmission once any Board recommendations are addressed.    

 When an Application is ultimately approved, the State Board of Education directs the Secretary of 

Education to issue a certificate – officially creating the new district.  The certificate details the district name, 

constituting components, classification, and effective date of operation.   

 Once merged, Pennsylvania statute provides that all property, indebtedness, and obligations of the 

former districts become the property, indebtedness, and obligations of the newly constituted district.  Thus, any 

creditor rights which existed against any of the former districts are preserved against the new district. 

 

GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 While Pennsylvania law suggests the process is a fairly simple, straightforward approach, the reality is 

quite different.  The Pennsylvania Economy League conducted an intensive case study in coordination with the 

Pennsylvania School Board Association (PSBA) and developed an extensive “checklist” for districts to review 

when contemplating merger.  Though by no means is the checklist exhaustive, it is informative.   

 The checklist can be broken down into three primary areas: 1) Deliberation; 2) Identifying Potential 

Partners; and 3) Finding Allies.  A copy of the checklist is attached hereto as Exhibit A.  

 

Deliberations 

 The crux of the Deliberation category is to essentially understand the district.  What does the current and 

future enrollment of Columbia Borough School District look like? How is the population made up, and what 

will it look like in five years?  How are community demographics changing that will impact enrollments?  What 

is the financial strength of the District?  What are anticipated revenues and expenditures over the next 3-5 

years?  To fully conduct this step, it may be necessary for the district to engage the services of an outside 

consultant to prepare a feasibility study. 

 Performing this sort of self-assessment will provide the District with insight into which areas are of 

greatest concern when considering merger.  Further, once it’s understood which areas are of greatest concern, 

the district can most appropriately move on to the next issue of Identifying Partners. 

 

Identifying Potential Partners 

 When identifying potential partners, the district will want to consider various factors.  From geographic 

location, to district policies and procedures; to enrollment and course offerings; to facility capacity and the 

ability to create a common sense of community, the concerns are many. 

 The Columbia Borough School District  is bordered by the Hempfield and Penn Manor school districts – 

two currently financially solvent districts with a fairly common sense of community with Columbia.  Exploring 



the give-and-take relationship that can be formed with these districts would be paramount to Columbia 

developing a feasible merger scenario. 

 

Finding Allies 

 Once Columbia is able to obtain a strong understanding of its own district, and has identified where it 

can both benefit and benefit from its potential partners, it is time to sell the idea.  Beginning initially with 

administration to compile a cohesive message, local leaders and politicians can be essential to accomplishing 

the final merger.   

 

 In addition to the checklist, the separate PSBA study revealed a conflicting set of data.  Much of the data 

collected by PSBA suggested that most districts do not realize financial savings.  To begin, there are substantial 

up-front costs that must be borne in conducting the initial investigations and feasibility studies, as well as legal 

costs to properly negotiate the merger.  In addition, there are financial costs in re-negotiating employment 

contracts and leveling-up of teacher salaries and the unification of instruction materials. Notwithstanding these 

general impediments,  Pennsylvania does have an example of a merger success story  in the Central Valley 

District merger – the only district to actually move past the contemplation phase and carry through a complete 

merger (the formal merger occurred on or about 2009, but the groundwork began in approximately 2005).  In 

that scenario the newly formed district saw both financial savings and increased student success.  A copy of the 

PSBA study is attached as Exhibit B. 

 

THE CENTRAL VALLEY SCHOOL DISTRICT 

 As previously mentioned, The Central Valley School District is the only Pennsylvania school district to 

have successfully completed a voluntary merger since the 1960’s.  Located in Beaver County, the district is the 

end product of a merger between the prior Center Area School District and Monaca School District.  Center, a 

district of roughly 34 square miles, and Monaca, a district of roughly 2 square miles, began preliminary merger 

discussions in 2005.  The process involved the formation of an advisory committee, numerous public meetings, 

and community outreach programs.  The district also commissioned two separate feasibility studies which 

generated multiple scenarios pertaining to a merger.  Ultimately, through their efforts, the districts were able to 

obtain support from both district Boards of Directors.  The 2009-2010 school year marked the start of the 

merged district with elementary students merging.  Secondary schools merged in the 2010-2011 school year.  

 The Central Valley merger is unique not only in the sense that it is the only case to go through a 

voluntary merger since the 1960’s, but also because it was one of the few cases where a merger made financial 

sense.  It was no secret during the initial discussions that both districts were facing declining enrollments. 

Courses were being discontinued or cut due to low numbers.  Monaca was looking at significant infrastructure 

costs and increasing taxes on an already over-taxed population.  Merging the districts allowed for the 



equalization of millage rates and the ability to more broadly spread the cost of education.  Following the 

merger, the Central Valley School District was able to substantially reduce education costs.  

 Further, the merger made sense for educational reasons.  Monaca struggled with student performance 

and reaching benchmarks on standardized tests.  On the other hand, Center consistently outperformed the state 

average.  Merger provided an avenue for more uniform instruction, the sharing of resources, and ultimately 

better student success.  Results post-merger have shown increased student performance above the state 

averages.   

 Perhaps, however, one of the greatest take-away lessons from the Central Valley merger is the lack of 

procedural clarity.  Throughout the process, the Center and Monaca districts were repeatedly seeking guidance 

and approval from the Secretary of Education and the State Board of Education.  The process was ill-defined 

and seemed to evolve along the way.  Further, following the merger, the state has not provided any clear 

guidance of the expectations of or process required by either the Secretary of Education or the State Board of 

Education.  As such, any future merger by other districts will likely encounter similar ambiguity and need to 

rely heavily on case-specific guidance from the Secretary of Education and the State Board of Education.  A 

copy of an excerpt of a report by the Joint State Government Commission entitled “School Districts in 

Pennsylvania:  Ways to Work Together” is attached hereto as Exhibit C.  

 
Conclusion  
  
 It is evident that the undertaking of a district merger would be an intensive process, requiring significant 

time, effort, and financial expenditures.  As can be seen by the PSBA study, evidence exists to suggest school 

mergers do not necessarily provide expected reductions in financial costs, and that mergers may in fact have a 

negative impact on academic achievement.  However, as discussed above, the PSBA study, which highlights the 

potential negatives of merger, appears to be somewhat  contrasted by the case study of the Central Valley SD, 

which—based on the unique circumstances of each of the merged districts—ultimately  appears to have 

provided both financial and academic improvements.  

 The relatively scant statutory guidance for district mergers, combined with the historical infrequency of 

actual district mergers (together with the somewhat contradictory empirical evidence of the financial and 

educational benefits of district mergers) coalesce to create a very uncertain procedural and substantive case for 

district mergers.  Simply put, there are too many variables to consider on a case-by-case scenario to draw any 

universal conclusions about the efficacy of a district merger process.  While the potential exists that a merger 

would be a benefit to the students of the Columbia Borough School District, that potential is not a certainty; it  

is equally possible that any benefit to the students could be outweighed by the financial burden placed upon the 

tax payers of the respective, or newly combined, districts.  As a result, the only realistic way to ascertain the 

viability of a proposed merger is to take serious, affirmative steps to analyze the current and future climate of 

the Columbia Borough School District and any potential (willing) district merger counterparts.  However, 



absent the consent of a willing district-merger counterpart, it would seem notably premature for the Columbia 

Borough School District to incur the expenses associated with such a merger feasibility study. 
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