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Introduction: The Clock That Runs Backwards
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In 2007, 4,316,233 children were born in the United States. It was the largest number in the country's history, and nobody at the time thought of it as a peak, because peaks are only visible from the far side.

In 2025, the number was 3,606,400.

Roughly 710,000 fewer babies, in the same country, eighteen years apart. The general fertility rate has fallen about 23 percent over that period, and the total fertility rate — the number of children an average woman is expected to have in her lifetime — has gone from about 2.1 in 2007 to just under 1.6 in 2024.

Those figures have been reported many times, usually as a story about parenthood, or the economy, or what young adults now want from their lives. This book is not about why the births fell. It is about a narrower question with a much clearer answer: what happens to the buildings that were constructed to hold them.

Because a birth is not only a birth. It is a scheduled arrival. A child born in September 2020 walks into a kindergarten classroom in September 2025, requires a fourth-grade teacher in 2029, fills a seat in a high school in 2034, appears in a college's applicant pool in 2038, and turns up in the labour force somewhere around 2042. Every one of those dates is fixed on the day the child is born, and none of them can be moved by any policy, any incentive, or any change of national mood.

Which means that the education system is not merely affected by demographic change. It is the instrument that measures it, and it measures it first.

*   *   *
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The great analytical advantage of studying schools is that the numbers arrive before the argument does.

Most demographic problems are argued about in the future tense. Whether the pension system will hold, whether the workforce will shrink, whether the health system can cope — all of these depend on projections, and projections invite dispute. People disagree about immigration assumptions, participation rates, productivity growth, life expectancy. There is always room to say that the modelling is pessimistic.

Schools have no such room. A district superintendent looking at next year's kindergarten intake is not forecasting. She is counting children who already exist, who already live in her attendance zone, whose parents have already filled in a form. The birth certificates were issued five years ago. There is no scenario in which more of them appear.

This makes education the most legible part of the whole demographic transition, and it explains a pattern that runs through this book: the education sector knows exactly what is coming, has known for years, and is nevertheless being overtaken by it. Not because the information is missing, but because knowing a building will be half-empty in six years does not tell you what to do about it, who should decide, or how to explain it to the people who live on that street.

*   *   *
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Some numbers to establish the shape of the thing before the argument starts.

American public school enrolment peaked at 50.8 million students in the autumn of 2019. By the autumn of 2024 it was 49.4 million — a decline of 1.4 million students, about 2.8 percent. The National Center for Education Statistics projects it will fall below 47 million by 2030.

Sixty-eight percent of American public school districts lost enrolment between the autumn of 2019 and the autumn of 2023. That is not a story about a few struggling places. That is the majority condition.

The number of American high school graduates is expected to peak in 2025 at somewhere between 3.8 and 3.9 million, and then decline through 2041 to about 3.4 million — a fall of roughly 13 percent, or four to five hundred thousand young people a year. Thirty-eight states will see declines. By 2041 there will be about 650,000 fewer eighteen-year-olds annually than there are now, a drop of some 15 percent.

Between 1996 and 2023, 1,671 American colleges closed. In the first half of 2024, more than one college a week announced that it was closing. Each closure costs the town it sits in an average of 265 jobs and about $67 million a year.

And the Congressional Budget Office projects that the population aged twenty-four and under will decline in each of the next thirty years.

That last sentence is the one to sit with. Not that the young population will decline over the next thirty years — that it will decline in each of them. Thirty consecutive years of a smaller cohort arriving than the one before. There is no year in the projection where the line turns up.

*   *   *
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It is worth being precise about what kind of problem this is, because it is routinely confused with two others.

It is not, first, a school quality problem. The debates that have dominated education policy for four decades — testing, standards, curriculum, choice, funding formulas, teacher evaluation — are debates about how well the system educates the children in it. This is a different question entirely: how many children there are. A district can have excellent schools and still be unable to keep them open, because excellence does not generate students.

The confusion matters because it distorts the politics. When a district announces closures, the argument that follows is almost always about quality — whether the schools being closed are good ones, whether the receiving schools can absorb them, whether the process was fair. Those arguments are legitimate and this book does not dismiss them. But they take place downstream of a decision that was made in a maternity ward five years earlier, and no amount of improvement in any school changes the number of five-year-olds in the neighbourhood.

Nor is it, second, a straightforward funding problem, though it presents as one and is usually managed as one.

The reason is arithmetic that runs through every chapter here: most American states fund districts on a per-pupil basis, so a district that loses ten percent of its students loses roughly ten percent of its revenue. It does not lose ten percent of its costs. The building still needs heating. The roof still needs replacing. The principal, the counsellor, the custodian, the bus route, the payroll office — none of these scale down neatly, and several do not scale down at all. A school with 340 students in a building designed for 500 costs very nearly what it cost with 500 in it.

Money would help. More money would help more. But funding a system to run half-empty is not a solution to anything; it is a decision to pay for empty space indefinitely, and the alternative — closing the space — is the thing that produces the public meetings.

What this is instead is a capacity problem. A society built a very large physical and institutional plant to educate a very large number of children, and the number of children has fallen and will keep falling. Everything else in this book follows from that.

*   *   *
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There is a question that arises immediately and deserves an answer before the argument proceeds, because a reader who has followed the demographic coverage of the last decade will have it.

If this was all visible, why has it not been acted on?

The answer is not that anyone is hiding it. Every figure in this book was published by an official body or a well-known research organisation and can be retrieved this afternoon by anyone with an internet connection. The National Center for Education Statistics publishes the enrolment projections. The Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education publishes the graduate projections and has done for decades. The Congressional Budget Office publishes the population projections. Nothing here is secret.

The answer is that the information sits in a gap between institutions, and no institution's incentives are served by acting on it early.

A superintendent who publishes a projection showing a school unviable in six years accelerates the departure of the families who can leave. A college president who tells the board the applicant pool is structurally shrinking is describing a problem the board will expect her to solve and will replace her for failing to. A state legislator who proposes a consolidation framework is proposing to close schools in colleagues' districts. A school board member who raises it in year one of a nine-year decline is raising an issue with no constituency and a guaranteed opponent.

At every level, the person best placed to act early has the strongest reason not to. The cost of raising it is immediate and personal. The cost of not raising it falls on a successor.

That is not a conspiracy and it is not incompetence. It is what happens when a slow, certain, unpleasant fact meets a set of institutions whose decision-makers all operate on shorter horizons than the fact does.

*   *   *
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A word about the two registers this subject attracts, because both are useless.

The first is the register of catastrophe. It describes the decline as a crisis, uses words like collapse, and treats fewer children as a civilisational emergency. It is often attached to a political argument about why the births fell, and the education numbers are recruited as evidence.

The second is the register of dismissal. It notes that populations have risen and fallen before, that smaller classes are good for learning, that a country with fewer children can simply have fewer schools, and concludes that there is no problem here that competent administration cannot handle.

The second register is closer to being right, and it is still wrong, for a reason that appears repeatedly in what follows. Shrinking is not the reverse of growing. When a system grows, the pain is distributed and temporary — crowded classrooms, portable buildings, a bond issue — and it resolves as capacity arrives. When a system shrinks, the pain is concentrated and permanent. Somebody's school closes. Somebody's job ends. Somebody's town loses the building that was the reason to live there. Growth is inconvenient for many; shrinkage is catastrophic for a few and invisible to everyone else.

That asymmetry is why competent administration is not sufficient, and it is why the sector is handling this so badly despite seeing it coming. The technical problem — fewer students, fewer buildings — has an obvious technical answer. The political problem of deciding which building, and telling the people who use it, has no obvious answer at all.

*   *   *
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There is a further reason this subject is worth a book of its own, beyond the fact that education happens to be first in the queue.

Schools are the most widely distributed public institution in the developed world. Almost every settlement of any size has one. In a great many small towns the school is the largest employer, the largest building, the polling place, the storm shelter, the venue for the thing that happens on Friday nights, and the single strongest reason a family with young children might choose to live there rather than somewhere else.

This gives school closures a significance out of proportion to their educational content. When a district closes an elementary school in a town of two thousand people, it is not only relocating three hundred children. It is removing the institution around which the place is organised, and doing so through a process that the town experiences as being imposed from outside by people reading a spreadsheet.

Whether that is fair is a matter of opinion. That it is what happens is not. And it means that the demographic transition, which in most sectors will arrive as a gradual change in ratios, arrives in education as a series of discrete, local, highly visible events with dates attached and names on the buildings.

The rest of the economy will get its version of this later and more diffusely. Education gets it first, concentrated, and in public.

*   *   *
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One more clarification before the arithmetic.

This book concerns itself with the United States, but not only with the United States, because two other countries have run this experiment further and their results are available. Japan's population of eighteen-year-olds has fallen from more than two million at its 1990 peak to about 1.1 million in 2023, and is projected to reach 880,000 by 2040 — a decline of nearly half in three decades. More than forty percent of Japan's 603 private universities are failing to fill their government-allocated enrolment quotas.

South Korea, with a total fertility rate below 0.8 — the lowest in the world — has permanently closed 4,008 schools since 1980. Its student population has fallen from 9.9 million in 1980 to about 5.07 million now, and is projected to reach roughly 4.25 million by 2029.

Neither country is a warning in the crude sense. Both are considerably richer and better organised than they were when the decline began, and both continue to educate their children well. What they provide is something more useful than a warning: a set of observed outcomes. When a school system loses a third of its students, these are the things that actually happen — to buildings, to teachers, to towns, to the institutions that survive and the ones that do not.

The United States is roughly where Japan was in the mid-1990s. That is not a prophecy. It is a position on a curve, and the curve has been walked before.

*   *   *
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A note on method, briefly, because a book that rests this heavily on numbers owes the reader an account of where they come from.

Every figure here is drawn from a published source: federal statistical agencies, the research organisations that specialise in this material, and reporting that cites them. Where a number is contested or a projection rests on assumptions that could reasonably differ, the text says so. Where a source could not be established for a claim, the claim is not made.

There are no invented experts in this book, no composite people presented as real, and no anecdotes attributed to districts that do not exist. Where an illustration is a constructed example — and there are a few, because some arithmetic is clearer when it is attached to a place — the text says explicitly that it is a composite before it uses it.

The reason for the strictness is that this subject attracts a great deal of writing in which a striking figure travels from one article to the next without anyone returning to check what it originally measured. The numbers in this book are alarming enough as published. They do not need help.

*   *   *
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What follows counts things.

It counts births and the years they land in. It counts the students who are already missing and the ones who are scheduled to be. It counts closures, and the money each one takes out of a town, and the jobs. It counts the colleges most exposed and explains why their finances make them so. It counts teachers, and the peculiar fact that a shrinking student body has not produced a surplus of them but coexists with a shortage of about 425,000 positions either vacant or filled by somebody not fully qualified.

And it tries throughout to keep hold of the thing that the aggregate numbers conceal, which is that none of this is experienced as an aggregate. It is experienced as a specific building on a specific corner, with a name on it, that will not be open in September.

The clock started in 2007 and it has been running ever since. Almost everything in this book was knowable a decade ago. Most of it was known.

That is the part worth explaining.
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Chapter 1: The Cohort That Was Never Coming
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There is a specific quality to demographic information that distinguishes it from almost every other kind of data a government collects, and it is worth naming precisely, because everything in this book depends on it.

Most policy numbers are estimates of a present condition that could change. Unemployment could fall next quarter. Inflation could ease. Crime could go either way. The numbers describe a state of affairs that is genuinely in motion, and policy is an attempt to move it.

Births are different. A birth is an event that has occurred. Once it has occurred, the child exists, and will — barring mortality, which at these ages is mercifully small — continue to exist, and will arrive at each subsequent stage of life on a schedule that nothing can accelerate or delay. A child born in 2020 will be five in 2025. This is not a projection. It is a property of time.

What that means for a school system is that the demand curve is knowable five years in advance with a precision unavailable anywhere else in public administration. A superintendent in 2026 can look at county birth records from 2021 and know, to within a small margin, how many kindergarteners will present themselves in 2026. She is not modelling. She is reading.

And what the records say, across the United States, is that the number has been falling for eighteen years.

*   *   *
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The peak was 2007: 4,316,233 births, the highest annual figure the country has ever recorded. In 2025 the figure was 3,606,400. The difference is about 710,000 children a year — a decline of roughly sixteen percent from the peak.

Sixteen percent sounds modest. It is not, and the reason it is not becomes clear when you convert it from a rate into a set of objects. Seven hundred and ten thousand children is, very approximately, the entire public school enrolment of a mid-sized state. It is fourteen hundred elementary schools of five hundred students each. It is the reason a district that built four schools in 1998 needs three now, and will need two and a half by the time today's newborns finish high school.

The decline was not smooth. Births fell sharply after 2007, which is usually attributed to the recession that began that year, and the expectation at the time was that they would recover when the economy did. This is what had happened after previous recessions: couples postponed, then caught up.

The catching up did not occur. The economy recovered and births did not. By the middle of the following decade it had become clear that what had looked like postponement was something else — not a delay in the timing of births but a reduction in their eventual number. The total fertility rate, which was about 2.1 children per woman in 2007, was just under 1.6 by 2024.

That figure of 2.1 has a particular significance. It is approximately the replacement rate: the level at which each generation replaces itself, holding population steady without migration. A society at 1.6 is not growing more slowly. It is producing roughly three-quarters of the next generation, and doing so year after year, which compounds.

*   *   *
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The compounding is the part that gets underestimated, so it is worth working through slowly, because it explains why this problem does not stabilise.

Suppose a cohort of 100 women has, on average, 1.6 children each. That is 160 children, of whom roughly half — 80 — are girls. When those 80 girls reach childbearing age and also average 1.6, they produce 128 children, of whom 64 are girls. The next round produces about 102.

The population of children is not falling by a fixed amount each generation. It is falling by a fixed proportion, which means each generation's decline is smaller in absolute terms than the last but the base it is applied to is also smaller. The result is a curve that descends indefinitely without ever quite flattening, unless fertility itself changes.

This is why the Congressional Budget Office projects the population aged twenty-four and under declining in each of the next thirty years. It is not a pessimistic assumption layered onto a model. It is what the arithmetic does when a fertility rate stays below replacement for a long time. To halt it, fertility would have to rise back towards 2.1 and stay there, which has not happened in any rich country that has fallen this far.

*   *   *
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Demographers have a pair of terms for what happened after 2007, and they are worth borrowing because the distinction they draw is the whole question.

The first is tempo. A tempo effect is a change in the timing of births without a change in their eventual number. If a generation of women decides to have their first child at thirty-one rather than twenty-eight, the annual birth count drops for several years while the postponement works through, and then recovers as the delayed births arrive. Nothing has changed about family size; the births have simply been shifted along the calendar.

The second is quantum. A quantum effect is a change in the number of children people end up having. It does not recover, because there is nothing waiting to arrive.

Every falling birth rate looks identical at the start. A tempo decline and a quantum decline produce the same graph for the first several years, and the only way to distinguish them is to wait and see whether the missing births reappear later in the same women's lives.

For most of the 2010s, the American consensus leaned towards tempo. The recession had made young adults cautious, student debt was heavy, housing was expensive, and the reasonable expectation was that as those conditions eased the postponed births would materialise in the thirties of the cohort that had postponed them. This was not a foolish reading. It was what had happened before.

The catching-up has been substantially smaller than the postponement. Births to women in their thirties did rise, and continue to be a larger share of the total than they once were, but not by enough to offset what was given up in the twenties. When the arithmetic is done across a whole cohort's reproductive life, the sum comes out lower.

That is the finding underneath the total fertility rate falling from 2.1 to just under 1.6. It is not a statement about any individual's plans. It is the aggregate outcome of several hundred million private decisions, and its practical significance is that the missing children are not late. They are absent.

A school district can afford to ignore a tempo decline; the students turn up eventually. A quantum decline has to be planned for, because they do not. Fifteen years of data now separate those two possibilities, and the data has come down on the side that does not recover.

*   *   *
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Between the birth and the classroom there is one more variable, and it is the one that has been doing the most work in the American numbers: migration.

For most of the last half-century, immigration has partly offset lower fertility in the United States. Immigrants arrive, disproportionately, at young working ages; some bring children, and many have children after arrival. A country with below-replacement fertility and substantial immigration can maintain a stable or growing child population for a long time, and the United States did.

That offset has weakened. The Congressional Budget Office has projected roughly eight million fewer US residents by 2055 as a result of the combination of lower fertility and reduced immigration. Because immigration acts on the population immediately rather than with an eighteen-year lag, changes in it show up in school enrolments much faster than changes in births do — sometimes within a single year, in districts where new arrivals concentrate.

This produces a pattern that recurs throughout this book: the national number is a blend of a slow, locked-in decline from births and a fast, volatile component from migration. The slow component is the one that cannot be reversed. The fast component can move in either direction, and it is the reason two districts in the same state can be having opposite experiences.

For the purposes of planning a school system, the useful distinction is between the part of the decline that is already determined and the part that is not. The births have happened. The migration has not.

*   *   *
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There is a third figure that is worth pausing on because it captures the effect on the ground better than the fertility rate does.

Between 2010 and 2020, the number of American children under the age of five fell by 1.8 million.

That is a decadal count of the youngest cohort — the group that feeds directly into kindergarten. A decline of 1.8 million in that group, over ten years, is the leading edge of the wave, and it arrived in elementary schools between roughly 2015 and 2025. Everything that has happened to elementary enrolment in the past decade was visible in that number.

And here is the property that makes it so unforgiving: the wave does not dissipate as it travels. The children who were not born in 2015 are not in fourth grade now, will not be in high school in 2029, and will not be in a college applicant pool in 2033. Each institution experiences the same shortfall in turn, on a fixed delay, and the shortfall is the same size when it arrives as when it started.

Elementary schools have been absorbing it for a decade. Middle schools are absorbing it now. High schools reach their peak graduating class in 2025 and decline from there. Colleges begin to feel it in earnest in the second half of this decade. Employers get it in the 2040s.

The wave is not coming. It is passing through, and everyone downstream can see it approaching.

*   *   *
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The wave's progress explains something that puzzles people who look at the sector from outside: why the experience of the decline differs so sharply depending on which part of the system you work in.

An elementary principal has been living with this for ten years. Her intake began shrinking in the mid-2010s, she has lost sections, she has seen colleagues reassigned, and if she is in a district that has already closed a building she has been through the meetings. To her, the decline is not a coming event. It is the recent past and the present.

A high school principal in the same district has had the opposite decade. His building has been full or nearly full, because he has been receiving the larger cohorts born before the fall. His graduating class of 2025 is likely to be the biggest he will ever have. From where he stands, the talk of demographic decline has until now been something happening to other people.

A college admissions director has had a decade of relative plenty in the applicant pool, at least in numerical terms, and her real problem has been the falling share of graduates who choose to enrol rather than the number graduating.

All three are inside the same wave at different points. The elementary principal is in the middle of it. The high school principal is at the crest, about to start down. The admissions director is standing at the shoreline watching it come.

This staggering has a specific institutional consequence. It means that at any given moment, the people who have direct experience of managing decline and the people about to face it are in different buildings, different professional networks, and often different unions and funding streams. The lessons do not transfer, because the person who learned them is not in the room when the next institution's turn arrives.

*   *   *
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There is one more question worth answering directly, because it comes up whenever these numbers are presented, and the answer is more definite than people expect.

What would it take to reverse this, and how long would it take to matter?

Set aside for a moment whether governments can raise birth rates — the record of trying is poor, and the question belongs to a different book. Assume the most optimistic case: that beginning next year, some combination of policy and social change lifted the American total fertility rate from just under 1.6 back to replacement, and held it there.

Track what that does to schools.

The additional children begin arriving next year. They reach kindergarten five years later. Elementary enrolments would stop falling around six years from the change and begin rising around seven. Middle schools would feel it in roughly year eleven. High schools in year fifteen. The first enlarged graduating class would appear around year eighteen, and the first enlarged college freshman class in year nineteen.

In other words, even a complete and immediate reversal of the fertility decline — an outcome no rich country has achieved — leaves the entire trajectory described in this book unchanged through the 2030s and most of the 2040s. Every school closure discussed in these pages would still happen. Every college that fails between now and 2045 would still fail.

This is not an argument against caring about fertility. It is an argument about what fertility policy is for. It is a policy about the second half of this century. It is not, and cannot be, a response to a shrinking school system, because the response would arrive twenty years after the buildings were sold.

The children who will fill American schools between now and 2045 have either been born already or will be born in the next few years to parents whose intentions are largely formed. Everything that determines the size of that population is either settled or nearly so.

*   *   *
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None of this describes anything unusual by international standards, and it is worth putting the American numbers alongside others to get the scale right.

The United States, at just under 1.6, has a fertility rate that is low by historical standards and unremarkable by contemporary ones. It is higher than most of Europe. It is very substantially higher than South Korea, which is below 0.8 — a figure so far below replacement that Korea's population of school-age children is on course to halve within a generation, and has already fallen from 9.9 million students in 1980 to about 5.07 million.

Japan, whose eighteen-year-old population has gone from more than two million in 1990 to about 1.1 million in 2023, did not get there through anything exotic. It got there through several decades of fertility somewhat below replacement, which is the same mechanism now operating in the United States, started earlier.

The relevant point for an American reader is not that the United States is uniquely afflicted. It is that the United States is on a curve that other countries are further along, that those countries' school systems have already been through what American schools are entering, and that their experience is therefore data, not speculation.

*   *   *
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It is worth walking through what reading the records actually involves, because the gap between the available information and the information used is the practical failure at the centre of this chapter.

Consider a composite district — offered as an illustration and not a real place — serving a county of moderate size. It runs six elementary schools, two middle schools and one high school, and its total enrolment has hovered around 7,000 for a decade.

The superintendent wants to know what enrolment will be in five years. There are two ways to find out.

The first is the way it is usually done. Take the enrolment figures for the last five or ten years, observe that they have been roughly flat, apply a modest trend, and project roughly flat. This produces a number that is comfortable, defensible in a board meeting, and consistent with what everyone in the building already believes.

The second is to telephone the county health department and ask how many babies were born in the county in each of the last five years.

Suppose the answer is that births fell from about 780 a year to about 650 across that period — a decline of roughly seventeen percent, which is well within the range many American counties have experienced. That is not a forecast about the future. It is a count of children currently aged nought to four who live, mostly, in the district's own attendance zones.

The district's kindergarten intake in five years will be approximately 650 minus whatever share goes to private schools or is educated at home, plus or minus net migration of families with young children. It will not be 780. It cannot be 780, because 780 five-year-olds do not exist in that county.

Over thirteen years of schooling, a 130-student difference in each incoming class compounds into roughly 1,700 fewer students in the system at steady state — a quarter of the district's total. That is two elementary schools.

Both methods are available to every district in the country. One of them is right. The one that is usually used is the other one, and the reason is not incompetence. It is that the first method produces a number the board can accept without a fight, and the second produces a number that obliges somebody to say the word "closure" out loud four years before they have to.

*   *   *
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The last thing to say about the birth numbers concerns what they do to planning, and it is the most consistent institutional failure in this whole subject.

School systems plan on enrolment projections, and enrolment projections are usually built by extrapolating recent trends. This works acceptably in stable conditions and fails badly at a turning point, because extrapolation assumes the recent past is a guide to the near future, and at a turning point it is precisely not.

A district whose enrolment was flat for a decade will typically project it flat for the next five years, even when the birth records in its own county show a fifteen percent decline in the cohort that will arrive in that window. The birth data is more reliable than the trend line, and it is available, and it is frequently not the thing the projection is built on.

The result is districts that are surprised by an entirely predictable event. They hire on the assumption of stability, sign multi-year contracts, pass bond issues for buildings, and then discover four years later that the students did not come — not because anything went wrong, but because the children were never born and the number had been sitting in a county health office the whole time.

This is the single cheapest fix in this book, and Chapter Fourteen returns to it. Build enrolment projections from birth cohorts rather than from enrolment trends. It costs nothing. It requires no legislation. It converts a series of surprises into a schedule.

The schedule is unpleasant. But a schedule can be planned against, and a surprise cannot, and the difference between those two things is most of what separates a district that manages its decline from one that is managed by it.

The cohort was never coming. The only real question is how many years of notice a system takes before it believes its own records.
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