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The  
Successful  

Gardiner Project 
consists of  

three phases:

PHASE 1 

LEARNING
PHASE 2 

VISIONING
PHASE 3 

ACTION 
PLANNING

This Gardiner 
Community Profile 

is part of the first 
phase of the project, 

learning. 

This section of 
the profile is 

intended to inform 
discussion  
about the  

Gardiner schools.

Introduction
Gardiner Public Schools has consistently been ranked as one of the top 
schools in the State of Montana. Recently, the US News and World 
Report rated Gardiner as the number one school in Montana. It is also a 
crucial part of Gardiner, serving as a community center and a source of 
identity and deserved pride.

However, the School District budget has been significantly reduced in 
the past few years due to a drop in enrollment and State of Montana 
budget amendments. Simultaneously, the school also faces the pressing 
needs of aging and failing infrastructure. Fortunately, Gardiner Schools 
has established partnerships in the community, notably, the North 
Yellowstone Education Foundation, that have added important capacity to 
the School District. 

This section of the Gardiner Community Profile describes those 
dynamics, and the interdependency between the Gardiner community 
and Gardiner schools. While the Successful Gardiner project is focused on 
the community at large and does not directly focus on schools, it is clear 
that how goes the community’s schools will in large part determine how 
goes the community, and how goes the community will determine the 
fate of Gardiner schools.

TO LEARN MORE  
about Successful Gardiner, visit www.successfulgardiner.org
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Gardiner Schools 
Organization
Gardiner Public Schools is governed by a board of trustees that is ultimately 
responsible for every action of the school district. The trustees are elected 
officials and, as a board, must carry out their duties according to the 
Montana Constitution, the laws of Montana, and the Administrative Rules 
of Montana, the Board of Public Education (BPE), and other pertinent state 
agencies, such as the Office of Public Instruction (OPI). The trustees hire 
the district superintendent and school clerk to assist with the general 
supervision and fiscal responsibilities of the school district. 

The Superintendent is the District’s executive officer and is responsible for 
the administration and management of District schools and implementing 
and administering the policies of the board of trustees. The Superintendent 
is authorized to develop administrative procedures to implement Board 
policy and to delegate duties and responsibilities. Gardiner Public 

Schools is governed 
by a board of trustees 

who are ultimately 
responsible for every 

action of the school 
district.
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Enrollment Trends
Gardiner Public Schools enrollment has been on the decline for the past 
decade, dropping by about 33% in the past ten years, from a kindergarten 
through high school graduation enrollment of 255 in 2008–2009 to 171 
in 2018–2019. The graph below shows that decline, and projects future 
enrollment under a stabilized scenario, in which kindergarten enrollment 
stabilizes at 11 students and total school enrollment drops for the next 4 
years and stabilizes at about 145 (dotted blue line). 

In the declining trend scenario (dotted red line), kindergarten enrollment 
gradually drops to 6 by 2030-2031; in that scenario, total school enrollment 
drops to 116 and the decline would be sustained over time. The “linear 
trend line” is a statistically-derived projection that assumes the past 
declining enrollment continuing at a steady rate. 
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Another assumption in the projections is that class sizes do not increase 
or decrease as they move from one grade to the next. That is, the 
kindergarten class size of 11 stays that size through high school graduation 
(technically, this is described as a “neutral cohort survival rate”).

The loss in school enrollment is largely due to Gardiner’s housing 
challenges, which is chronicled in the first section of the Gardiner 
Community Profile, Understanding Housing Challenges and Opportunities. 
Families who might desire to send their kids to this high-performing school 
district struggle to find housing that is suitable and affordable – indeed, 
there is a dire shortage of housing at any price level. More and more 
of them are choosing to move down-valley, where housing is cheaper; 
when that is the case, they have the choice to send their children to the 
Livingston School District.

Gardiner’s housing market has seen supply outstripped by demand, 
especially in the past decade. The number of homes available for residents 
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One fewer student 
in each elementary 

grade in will cost 
Gardiner Schools 

more than $100,000.

The decline in 
school enrollment 

is largely due to 
Gardiner’s housing 

challenges.

(“long-term housing”) appears to be actually shrinking due to a 25% 
increase in short-term rentals, which now number over 120 in a community 
of 850 people. In addition, there is an increasing competition for housing 
from second home owners and a growing seasonal workforce (Yellowstone 
National Park visitorship at the north entrance increased by 28% in five 
years, 2013-2018). This supply-demand unbalance has created serious 
housing affordability gaps: an estimated 47% of Gardiner households 
cannot afford a median priced rental, and over 50% of Gardiner households 
cannot afford to purchase the median priced home.

Finally, out of the present staff of 30, eight staff members are eligible to 
retire in the next five years and another seven in 6-10 years for a total of 15 
staff. The school district will need to hire at least 10 of those positions. If 
Gardiner’s housing market does not expand and become more affordable, 
the school district will struggle to attract those staff.

Funding Trends
As noted above, Gardiner Schools has experienced declining student 
populations. If this continues, it will have a significant impact on school 
funding. One fewer student in each elementary grade in will cost Gardiner 
Schools more than $100,000 (although because the state allows a three 
year average for student count, that funding loss will not be quite as 
immediate). However, the school’s expenses are the same – it can’t cut 
a 2nd grade teacher because it lost one 2nd grade student. And, as state 
support for public schools declines, local property taxes will need to make 
up the difference. 

Currently, Gardiner Schools educates about 30 Kindergarten to 12th grade 
students who reside in Yellowstone National Park in Wyoming. In the 
past, the school received money from the National Park Service for those 
students, while also receiving money from the state of Montana for those 
same students. This allowed the school to build up a significant cash 
reserve and to spend liberally on programs, staff and resources. 

In 2014 the Federal Government determined the payments were counter 
to its school funding policy. Because that funding was tied to students 
residing in Wyoming, the State of Wyoming picked up that responsibility 
through the Powell 
School. However, 
since another state is 
now providing money 
for these students, 
Montana now deducts 
that amount from the 
funding they provide 
to Gardiner Schools. 
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Budget Cuts
With its declining financial condition and declining enrollment, the school 
board has had to make major budget cuts to balance its budget and ensure 
the long-term sustainability of the school. 

By not filling opened positions, and reducing staff and programming, the 
board closed the school’s budget shortfall through the reduction of the 
equivalent of 7.75 Full Time Employees (FTEs). At present, the school will 
again be over budget by an estimated $20,000 for the coming school year 
due to standard, rising costs of operation; this amount is estimated to be in 
excess of $50,000 the following year, if circumstances remain the same. 

As of the most recent school board meeting (April 2019), a list of standing 
priorities was drafted so that programs and positions can be reestablished 
as fiscal conditions improve as a result of increased enrollment or outside 
funding. To date, the programs and positions affected by the budget 
austerity measures include:

■■ Business Program: not being offered at this time.

■■ Physical Education Position: reduced from a full-time position to a 
quarter-time position in the high school and eliminated in the elementary 
school, although teachers have been supervising physical activity 
sessions for their students.

■■ Family and Consumer Science (FACS) position: operating at ¾ time.

■■ World Language: reduced to ¾ time; the program is not being offered 
in the high school any more.

With its declining 
financial condition 

and declining 
enrollment, the 

school board has 
had to make major 

budget cuts to 
balance its budget 

and ensure the long-
term sustainability of 

the school.
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■■ Core class (math, science, english, and social studies) teachers in 
the high school are now asked to teach grates 7-12 to cover changes in 
the elementary/middle school program.

■■ Industrial Technology Program: not offered at this time.

■■ Office staff: reduced from 2 positions to 1.

■■ Athletic Director: position absorbed.

■■ Superintendent and Principal: positions were changed to cover duties 
of the lost office staff, Athletic Director and other duties.

■■ Educational/Library Aid positions: reduced from 4 down to 1.

■■ Summer pay for FFA and the Technology systems coordinator position 
were eliminated.

Infrastructure Needs
As with any aging infrastructure - one part of the school building is over 50 
years old while newer section (built after a fire in the 1980’s) is 30 years old 
- there is a need to make capital expenditures. 

The following is a summary of the school board’s major recent 
infrastructure considerations:

Roof: The Gardiner Resort Tax awarded Gardiner Schools a 1-to-1 matching 
grant of $200,000 to help complete the $475,000 project in September 2018.

Boilers: The School Board has begun a project to replace and repair 
the aging boiler system. Only one boiler, a 50-year-old unit, is currently 
operating; one of the other two is no longer working and the other one is 
in need of constant repair. They have reached the end of their lifespan. The 
Board has hired a consultant to thoroughly inspect the current system and 
make recommendations regarding replacement of the system. This will be 
done in phases to ensure that the school buildings are heated this year with 
no interruptions. The Gardiner Area Resort Tax District awarded the School 
District $250,000 for a project that is estimated to cost roughly $650,000.

As with any aging 
infrastructure - one 

part of the school 
building is over 

50 years old while 
a newer section 

(build after a fire 
in the 1980’s) is 30 

years old - there is a 
need to make capital 

expenditures.
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Conclusion
As noted in the introduction to this report, the Successful Gardiner 
project is not intended to deal directly with the challenges that 
the Gardiner School District faces. However, those challenges 
are inextricably tied to the leading issue addressed by Successful 
Gardiner, housing. The health of Gardiner as a community will in 
large part be determined by the availability of affordable housing, 
as will the future of the school district. And the health of the school 
district is of profound importance to the community.

Gardiner schools are justifiably considered among the best in the 
state. However, unless those housing challenges are met, they 
face an uncertain future – one in which enrollment could continue 
to drop due to inadequate housing, which in turn would threaten 
school funding and could lead to more staff cutbacks. The biggest 
concern may be this cascading effect: as enrollment falls, the 
quality of education that Gardiner Schools can offer is compromised 
to the extent that even those with adequate housing choose not 
to educate their kids here. The interdependence of the community 
and its schools needs to be recognized as another crucial reason to 
tackle Gardiner’s housing challenges.

The health of 
Gardiner as a 

community will 
in large part be 
determined by 
the availability 

of affordable 
housing, as will 

the future of the 
school district. 

HERE IS HOW YOU CAN GET INVOLVED
■■ Reach out the Successful Gardiner Leadership Team and let them know what you think.

■■ Visit successfulgardiner.org and share your ideas in the community forum section on 
the Get Involved page.  

■■ Help create and implement the Gardiner Action Plan.
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