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Executive Summary

Enrollment in public schools in Massachusetts has fallen by 24,000 

started several years ago, and is likely to accelerate over the next decade. 

Additionally, the enrollment decline is more severe in lower-income areas 

than in middle or upper-income areas.  

Massachusetts is aging and the children of Baby-Boomers are rapidly 

overall public school enrollment is falling, but the increase in the number 

of students attending charter schools cannot explain the enrollment 

decline in non-charter schools.

Ultimately, there is no simple policy prescription to the problems that 

will result from declines in enrollment, but better enrollment data should 

be the basis of any solution. For example, the ongoing decline in public 

school enrollment is likely to increase political pressure to limit charter 

schools, but as the decline is being driven by demographics, charter 

schools should not be blamed. In fact, the growth at charter schools 

the number of charter schools in their districts or instituting charter-like 

reform in district schools.
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Overall Trends in Enrollment

During the 1990s, enrollment in public elementary 

and secondary schools across the country grew by 

of Baby-Boomers, the so-called echo-boom (the 

generation is also known as “Generation Y” or the 

“Millenials”). In Massachusetts the same trend was 

apparent as enrollment grew slightly faster than 

1990 to 952,000 in 2000, an increase of more than 

16 percent.
1
 

Just as the Baby-Boomers’ retirement has implications 

for Social Security and other social services, the 

passage of their children through school will have 

wave is now moving through Massachusetts’ schools, 

and policymakers should be prepared for further 

reductions in student numbers.

In the rest of the country, enrollment growth slowed 

but continued, but in Massachusetts enrollment in 

public schools has started to decline. Enrollment 

years since, enrollment has fallen by 24,000 students 

or 2.5 percent (see Figure 1).  

Massachusetts was not caused by students shifting 

for Education Statistics, between 2002 and 2006 

private school enrollment in Massachusetts fell by 

approximately 10,000 students or 7 percent.  

will accelerate as the current cohort of students 

enrollment grew by 5.1 percent, but enrollment 

percent, respectively. Forecasts by the Department 

of Elementary and Secondary Education predict that 

enrollment will drop by another 60,000 students, or 

Why is Massachusetts different 

than the rest of the U.S.?

Massachusetts is the declining rate of population 

growth. In the United States as a whole, the aging 

of the echo-boomers has been offset by population 

Figure 1: K-12 Public Enrollment in Massachusetts

(Source: MA Dept. of Elementary and Secondary Education)

Figure 2: Change in Population since 2000, USA and MA

Figure 3: Share of Population 17 or younger, USA and MA
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growth of 1 percent per year, but in Massachusetts 

the population has been growing much more slowly 

population in Massachusetts had grown at the same 

rate as it did in other states since 2001, there would 

be approximately 350,000 more people in the state 

and roughly 50,000 more school age children. 

In addition to slow population growth, the population 

of Massachusetts is slightly older than the nation 

as a whole. As Figure 3 shows, a relatively low 

percentage of the population in Massachusetts is 

population during this period, but its population aged 

in the United States fell by 1.1 percent since 2000, 

while in Massachusetts it fell by 1.3 percent. If the 

percentage in Massachusetts had fallen at the same 

rate as the percentage in the United States, there 

state. 

Details of the Decline

has not been distributed equally across all districts 

and regions. More than 125 districts experienced 

enrollment growth, while 60 districts saw enrollment 

drop by more than 10 percent. 

As Figure 4 shows, the largest declines in enrollment 

migration, as the population of these areas was 

is due to a reduction in the number of school age 

occurred in the suburbs surrounding Boston along 

with relatively rapid population growth in Plymouth 

and Bristol counties.  

(Source: MA Dept. of Elementary and Secondary Education)

Figure 4: Percent Change in Foundation Enrollment by City/Town  

2003 to 2008
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of enrollment, a detailed examination also reveals 

that the changes in enrollment are not distributed 

equally across urban and suburban areas. Enrollment 

in large urban areas is falling much faster than it is in 

smaller, more suburban districts.
2

local school districts in 12 large urban areas lost an 

enrollment fall faster than the state average, and seven 

saw enrollment decline more than 10 percent.

districts could be caused by demographic shifts as 

while Massachusetts as a whole is growing more 

slowly than the rest of the country, the largest cities in 

Massachusetts are not growing at all. However, while 

slower population growth in the urban areas could 

have contributed to the drop in enrollment, it cannot 

explain it entirely. If the population in the 12 cities had 

grown at the same rate as the population in the rest 

of the state, the cities would contain approximately 

5,000 more school age children.

Students seem to be moving geographically - away 

away from cities. Enrollment is also dropping faster 

in lower-income cities and towns, particularly the 

large ones.
4
 Among the 100 largest communities in 

in 2006), the 50 higher-income communities had a 

the 50 lower-income communities saw foundation 

5
 

income communities tends to be mirrored to a lesser 

extent in population trends. As mentioned earlier, 

the population in the largest urban areas has been 

lower-income group of the 100 largest communities, 

as population in these 50 cities and towns grew by 

0.1 percent. In the 50 richer communities out of the 

100 largest, the population grew slightly faster, by 

0.7 percent.  

Is the Drop in Enrollment 

Caused by Charter Schools? 

grown by more than 50 percent, or more than 9,000 

students. Approximately half of the increase in 

charter enrollment during these years was driven by 

new school openings. Among charter schools open 

since 2002-03, enrollment grew by 4,500 students, or 

enrolled 4,700 students.

In any one year, an average of 30 percent of the growth 

in charter enrollment is due to newly opened schools.  

Unless new charters continue to open, enrollment 

growth will slow as existing schools reach capacity.  

enrollment in non-charter schools is shrinking even 

percent or approximately 33,000 students in the past 

at the same time that non-charter enrollment is 

District FY03 FY08 Change % 

Boston     60,549 -6,711 -11.1%

Brockton     16,347     15,027 -1,320

      6,709       5,603 -1,106 -16.5%

Fall River     11,911       9,960 -1,951 -16.4%

Lawrence     12,211     11,917 -294 -2.4%

Lowell     15,063     13,053 -2,010 -13.3%

Lynn     14,516     13,272 -1,244

New Bedford     14,101     12,462 -1,639 -11.6%

Quincy 32 0.4%

Somerville       5,554       4,665 -16.0%

    24,323 -1,516 -5.9%

    22,147 -2,636 -10.6%

TOTAL   216,161   194,877 -21,284 -9.8%

Table 1: Change in Enrollment in  

Large Urban School Districts3

(Source: MA Dept. of Elementary and Secondary Education)
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charter schools contributed to declines in non-charter 

enrollment, and if so, by how much?
6

may be particularly relevant in urban districts, where 

many of the charter schools are located and where 

enrollment fell faster than the state average.  

Unfortunately, this is not an easy question to answer 

the students who attend charters would attend non-

charter public schools had the charter schools not been 

available.  At the state level some charter students 

may have chosen private schools. At the local level 

the potential discrepancy is larger, because charter 

students may come not only from private schools but 

also from other districts. In other words, if a charter 

school had never opened in a city, there is no way to 

know how many of the students would have attended 

schools in the local district and how many would 

have gone to a private school or to a school outside 

the city.  

in charter school enrollment probably overstates 

the impact on local non-charter schools, although it 

is impossible to know to what extent. Recognizing 

the ambiguity, we can still explore charter school 

enrollment in the urban areas that are experiencing 

large declines in enrollment.  

Education provides information on the number of 

changes in the number of students sent to charters 

from the large urban areas with the overall change in 

enrollment in these cities’ non-charter schools from 

7
   

Every city in the group except Somerville sent more 

students to charter schools during this time, and the 

happened while enrollment in the local districts fell 

enrollment could account for at most 1/5th of the 

decline in overall enrollment (keeping in mind the 

cautions discussed above), although in Lawrence, 

is likely that many of the districts would have lost 

almost as many students even if charter schools had 

not expanded.

Enrollment and School 

Finance

in the 1990s, enrollment was rising and many local 

districts faced crowded facilities and the need for 

new schools. At the same time, many districts found 

enrollment growth. Now, as enrollment declines, 

districts will have to deal with underused facilities 

and rising per-pupil costs.

Lower student populations also affect the state 

primarily to ensure that districts had adequate 

Urban Area Change in  

Local 

Enrollment

% Change Change   in 

Students 

Sent to 

Charters

% of 

Overall 

Decline

Boston -6,711 -11.1% -21%

Brockton -1,320 -10%

-1,106 -16.5% -11%

Fall River -1,951 -16.4% 79 -4%

Lawrence -294 -2.4% 120 -41%

Lowell -2,010 -13.3% -19%

Lynn -1,244 395 -32%

New Bedford -1,639 -11.6% 377 -23%

Quincy 32 0.4% 13 NA

Somerville -16.0% NA

-1,516 -5.9% 535 -35%

-2,636 -10.6% 653 -25%

TOTAL -21,284 -9.8% 4,187 -20%

Table 2: Change in Enrollment and  

Change in Students sent to Charter Schools

(Source: MA Dept. of Elementary and Secondary Education)
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formula automatically increases required spending 

and, if necessary, state aid.  

However, enrollment declines may exacerbate the 

cases the formula will require cities and towns that 

to continue to increase local spending despite having 

fewer students. In addition, the formula will not 

reduce state aid to districts that are losing enrollment, 

enrollment so that total state aid will increase, but 

the uneven pattern of enrollment declines and the 

resulting distribution of changes in state aid and local 

contribution will be politically contentious. 

Falling enrollment may complicate the distribution 

of state aid and increase the per-student costs of 

education, but it may also present an opportunity 

enrollment should investigate options for sharing 

districts into a regional district, although in some 

cases that might be the best alternative. More often, 

districts could explore opportunities for greater use 

of an educational collaborative to provide support 

services.  

A 2005 Pioneer Institute report  found that districts 

could save millions of dollars by making greater 

use of educational collaboratives to provide support 

duplication of services, reduce administrative costs, 

save on material costs, and improve opportunity for 

smaller and poorer districts.

Massachusetts lags well behind other states in the use 

32 collaboratives, yet they serve only 246 (75 percent) 

report proposes consolidation and expansion of the 

current informal system to form an inclusive network 

of 12 to 20 collaboratives serving all school districts 

including charter schools. If all Massachusetts 

school districts were served by a collaborative, the 

greater extent in the following areas, where cost 

savings of 15 to 50 percent are well documented.

· Special education programs and services   

for students with low incidence disabilities

· Professional development

goods and services

· Student transportation

· Energy management

· Educational technology

· Data collection and processing, as well as   

technical assistance (both currently state   

functions). 

a focus on regional consolidation of districts (State 

House News Service

some instances, it is unlikely to help larger urban 

districts that already realize economies of scale.  State 

lawmakers and local leaders should also consider 

using the potential of educational collaboratives 

services. In some cases these actions may reduce the 

districts’ independence, but the potential savings are 

substantial.

Conclusion

If Department of Elementary and Secondary 

Education projections are accurate, the decline in 

projected drop in enrollment over the next decade is 

more than two and a half times as large as the drop 

lower-income urban areas will likely see extremely 

prescription or solution to the problems that will 

result from the decline in enrollment, but better data 
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about enrollment trends may facilitate adjustment.

likely to increase political pressure to limit charter 

schools and perhaps interdistrict choice as well. 

is not caused by movement to private schools nor 

charter schools suggests that some cities could stem 

charter schools or instituting charter-like reforms in 

local schools. In other cases, urban districts may be 

able to retain students by implementing or expanding 

school choice. 

 

Endnotes
1 
All enrollment data for Massachusetts is from the Massachusetts 

Department of Elementary and Secondary Education website 

(www.doe.mass.edu), while data for the U.S. was taken from the 

several different measures of enrollment in Massachusetts which 

measures.

2

3
 Enrollment refers to enrollment in the local municipal school 

district (i.e. charter or vocational schools within the city are not 

included).  

4
 Income is measured using the 1999 income per capita from the 

the Massachusetts Department of Revenue.  

5

the percentage change in foundation enrollment from 2003 to 

the correlation rises to 0.55.

6
 Enrollment in vocational schools also rose by 1,500 students 

during these years, an increase of 6.1%.

7

measures, but they provide an approximation of the impact of 

charter schools.  
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Foundation 

Enrollment

LEA % change

1 2,376 2,406 1.3

2 4,441 4,771 7.4

3 1,627 1,600 -1.7

4 ADAMS                        1,366 -5.7

5 2.3

6 47 37 -21.3

7 AMESBURY                     2,910 2,535 -12.9

-10.0

9 5,794 5,974 3.1

10 4,604 4,620 0.3

11 ASHBURNHAM                   1,114 -6.3

12 ASHBY                        615 -4.2

13 ASHFIELD                     263 230 -12.5

14 ASHLAND                      2,426 2,593 6.9

15 2,137 2,015 -5.7

16 6,637 6,137 -7.5

17 AUBURN                       2,471 2,440 -1.3

603 593 -1.7

19 AYER                         1,063 1,054

20 5,927 -14.1

21 BARRE                        1,096 -5.3

22 262 264

23 2,316 2,465 6.4

24 2,493 2,790 11.9

25 BELLINGHAM                   2,776 2,646 -4.7

26 3,513 3,709 5.6

27 BERKLEY                      1,191 1,211 1.7

BERLIN                       379 365 -3.7

29 360 319 -11.4

30 4,694 -4.4

31 6,721 6,707 -0.2

32 1,673 1,549 -7.4

33 191 -2.1

34 1,031 16.0

35 65,469 60,951 -6.9

36 2,635 2,555 -3.0

(Source: MA Dept. of Elementary and Secondary Education)
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37 1,140 1,121 -1.7

1,763 1,715 -2.7

39 607 641 5.6

40 4,949 5,257 6.2

41 1,575 1,305 -17.1

42 3,959 3,715 -6.2

43 BRIMFIELD                    642 607 -5.5

44 17,371 16,560 -4.7

45 535 -2.4

46 5,929 6,016 1.5

47 305 -22.0

3,679 3.3

49 6,115 -15.9

50 2,933 3,046 3.9

51 1,159 1,099 -5.2

52 2,179 2,033 -6.7

53 233 204 -12.4

54 2,513 2,569 2.2

55 630 -5.1

56 5,757 5,660 -1.7

57 5,716

566 -14.7

59 259 227 -12.4

60 197 179 -9.1

61 7,747

62 103 -12.7

63 315 -2.2

64 2,051 3.3

65 1,359 1,392 2.4

66 333 247

67 2,745 -2.7

263 265

69 121 -10.7

70 1,159 1,195 3.1

71 3,714 -2.2

72 4,322 4,314 -0.2

Foundation 

Enrollment

LEA % change
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73 DEDHAM                       2,797 -2.9

74 DEERFIELD                    719 0.1

75 DENNIS                       1,717 1,496 -12.9

76

77 1,496 1,654 10.6

1,099

79 4,491 4,501 0.2

DUDLEY                       1,935 2,000 3.4

637 643 0.9

3,114 5.6

2,472 2,472 0.0

377 -0.3

699 560 -19.9

1,910 -1.0

2,661 6.3

3,793 2.3

616 565

90 125 99

91 232 276 19.0

92 515 524 1.7

93 5,161 5,776 11.9

94 2,419 2,232 -7.7

95 12,026 -12.9

96 4,626 4,042 -12.6

97 6,410 6,037

131 129 -1.5

99 2,935 3,019 2.9

100 FRAMINGHAM                   

101 FRANKLIN                     6,204 6,664 7.4

102 1,416 2.2

103 GARDNER                      3,244 -12.2

104 AQUINNAH 56 49 -12.5

105 1,420 1,529 7.7

106 GILL                         240 -17.5

107 4,220 3,766

137 141 2.9

Foundation 

Enrollment

LEA % change
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109 6 7 16.7

110 17.6

111 GRANBY                       3.9

112 273

113             749 -16.2

114 GREENFIELD                   2,414 2,091 -13.4

115 2,170 2,255 3.9

116 1,223 1,199 -2.0

117 HADLEY                       636 607 -4.6

1,250 1,295 3.6

119 1,461 1,342

120 HAMPDEN                      1,013 949 -6.3

121 110 102 -7.3

122 2,637 2,699 2.4

123 1,979 0.3

124 493 470 -4.7

125 1,254 3.0

126 1,525 -9.4

127 469 424 -9.6

129 52 36

130

131 HINGHAM                      3,719 6.7

132 HINSDALE                     366 301

133 1,533 1,425 -7.0

134 3,033 6.1

135 466

136 -3.7

137 7,356 6,975 -5.2

1,093 1,121 2.6

139 3,097 3,357

140 912 -0.4

141 2,729 4.2

142 HULL                         1,321 -11.0

143 422 356 -15.6

144 2,001 1,962 -1.9

Foundation 

Enrollment

LEA % change
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145 2,007 2,149 7.1

146 1,775 7.0

147 1,055 -1.6

522 -7.1

149 14,532 -3.0

150 LEE                          791 779 -1.5

151 -5.9

152 754 -9.5

153 6,174 3.4

154 272 261 -4.0

155 5,996 3.2

156 LEYDEN                       140 96 -31.4

157 959 934 -2.6

1,617 1,642 1.5

159 3,116 3,026 -2.9

160 17,597 15,994 -9.1

161 2,977 3,025 1.6

162 LUNENBURG                    1,779 1,696 -4.7

163 LYNN                         14,732 14,037 -4.7

164 LYNNFIELD                    1,974 2,243 13.6

165 MALDEN                       6,501 7,026

166 766 724 -5.5

167 MANSFIELD                    4,544 7.5

MARBLEHEAD                   3,179 6.5

169

170 5,137 4,992

171 MARSHFIELD                   4,501 4,564 1.4

172 MASHPEE                      2,139 2,101

173 1,010 942 -6.7

174 MAYNARD                      1,497 1,411 -5.7

175 MEDFIELD                     2,956 2.1

176 5,010 5,164 3.1

177 -2.0

3,637 3,623 -0.4

179 1,120 1,241

1,301 -3.3

Foundation 

Enrollment

LEA % change
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7,716 4.5

3,790 3,699 -2.4

MIDDLEFIELD                  67 -16.3

1,242

4,122 4,246 3.0

MILLBURY                     2,023 -0.7

MILLIS                       1,366 6.1

642 -6.3

3,565 3,712 4.1

190 19 16

191 1,552 1,597 2.9

192 1,230 -15.6

193 7.3

194 112 101

195 12 16 33.3

196 423

197 1,137 1,294

4,645

199 NEEDHAM                      4,469 9.4

200 34 42 23.5

201 15,954 14,622

202 0.6

203 1,036

204 2,232 2.3

205     -3.3

206 170 154 -9.4

207 11,396 11,762 3.2

-3.2

209 2,322 1,906 -17.9

210 3,079 2,962

211 4,541

212 4,967 3.4

213 2,721 2,734 0.5

214 2,546 2,621 2.9

215 -10.1

216 -1.6

Foundation 

Enrollment

LEA % change
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217 2,524 2,753 9.1

3,220 3,222 0.1

219 1,967 2,235 13.6

220 3,713 -3.5

221 669 655 -2.1

222 396 -2.5

223 1,432 -3.7

224 614

225 -20.2

226 -4.6

227 PALMER                       2,217 2,112 -4.7

692 712 2.9

229 6,694 6,340 -5.3

230 PELHAM                       221 207 -6.3

231 3,064 3,352 9.4

232 PEPPERELL                    2,314 2,214 -4.3

233 PERU                         177 147 -16.9

234 192 214 11.5

235 335 315 -6.0

236 6,641 6,372 -4.1

237 PLAINFIELD                   93 10.7

1,402 1,429 1.9

239 -5.2

240 499 474 -5.0

241 656 591 -9.9

242 202 -26.7

243 3.4

244 4,213 3,625 -14.0

245 RAYNHAM                      2,129 2,220 4.3

246 READING                      4,190 4,306

247 1,952 1,966 0.7

6,203 3.1

249 262 212 -19.1

250 1,011

251 2,793 2,600 -6.9

252 1,095 976 -10.9

Foundation 

Enrollment

LEA % change



Pioneer Institute for Public Policy Research

15

253 50 49 -2.0

254 1,102 -9.4

255 251 215 -14.3

256 RUSSELL                      265 272 2.6

257 1,402 1,613 15.0

SALEM                        5,221

259 SALISBURY                    1,234 -4.1

260 SANDISFIELD                  92 -4.3

261 4,133 3,725 -9.9

262 SAUGUS                       3,431 3,172 -7.5

263 117 114 -2.6

264 3.3

265 2,342 2,191 -6.4

266 3,365 -3.6

267 SHEFFIELD                    554 514 -7.2

SHELBURNE                    303 214 -29.4

269 947 1,004 6.0

270 SHIRLEY                      966 -3.9

271 14.1

272 350 292 -16.6

273 2,777 2,679 -3.5

274 6,066 -15.3

275 0.5

276 1,940 7.5

277 2,563

2,246 2,252 0.3

279 1,637 1,673 2.2

1,943 -3.6

SPRINGFIELD                  -1.5

1,320 1,366 3.5

1.7

-5.6

4,291 4,051 -5.6

1,110 6.9

6.6

SUDBURY                      4,099 4,473 9.1

Foundation 

Enrollment

LEA % change
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SUNDERLAND                   406 397 -2.2

290 1,709 3.1

291 2,152 1.2

292 2,290 2,144 -6.4

293 0.0

294 1,301 6.5

295 4,795 -1.5

296 549 534 -2.7

297 61 73 19.7

1,237 1,252 1.2

299 1,931 -7.4

300 275 201 -26.9

301 2,169 2,166 -0.1

302 27

303 26.1

304 2,391 2,222 -7.1

305 3,421 3,513 2.7

306 304 272 -10.5

307 3,966

-1.4

309 1,519 1,451 -4.5

310

311 959 933 -2.7

312 123 112

313 95 73 -23.2

314 2,527 2,534 0.3

315 2,762 -3.3

316 2,060 4.7

317 4,095 4,796 17.1

334 303 -9.3

319 126 100 -20.6

320 630 626 -0.6

321 3,567

322 1,025 -5.9

323 1,035 1,091 5.4

324 577 -1.6

Foundation 

Enrollment

LEA % change
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325 6,510 6,202 -4.7

326 4,756 5,149

327 263 -1.9

1,303 1,353

329 -14.7

330 2,250 2,323 3.2

331 2,019 1,964 -2.7

332 4,016 3,910 -2.6

333 193 174

334 507 400 -21.1

335 2,694 3,033 12.6

336 -2.6

337 255 213 -16.5

2,440 -2.7

339 2,703 -5.2

340 370 303

341 723 -22.9

342 3,906 4,097 4.9

343 -5.9

344 3,390 13.4

345 131 134 2.3

346 2,161 1,932 -10.6

347 4,696 1.9

-7.1

349 206 160 -22.3

350 2,041 2.2

351 2,575

STATE TOTAL 963,766 944,224 -2.0

Foundation 

Enrollment

LEA % change


