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Introduction
School admissions policy in the United States faces a set of challenges and complexities not dissimilar to
those in Britain: 

● pressure on all schools for rapid improvement in performance whatever their pupil intake

● socio-economic conditions outside the control of schools or education policy – including residential
segregation - that affect intakes and achievement gaps

● difficulty in recruiting and retaining good teachers and leaders in schools facing difficult circumstances

● increasing expectations among many parents of school choice and diversity

● growing numbers of publicly funded schools conducting their own admissions

● a private sector creaming off significant numbers of advantaged families. 

The decentralised nature of the American education system is such that sequential waves of reform in
recent decades have resulted in substantial variation in state and district policies influencing which
children go to which schools. Policy, practice and research offer up a rich and timely source of learning for
the UK, and this paper reviews and distils a considerable body of evidence to inform the admissions policy
debate.

Section A examines the policy framework for school admissions in the US by: 

● summarising the federal focus on raising standards, narrowing achievement gaps and tightening
accountability across states, districts and schools

● identifying three admissions policy drivers (neighbourhood schools, intake balancing, and school
choice and differentiation)

● analysing the complex interaction between these drivers.

Section B examines the American research evidence covering: 

● the extent to which educational outcomes can be explained by the influences of family background and
school

● the extent to which the school's social composition – and admissions policies affecting it – influences
the performance of its pupils, beyond their aggregate characteristics

● explanations for how school composition has an impact on educational outcomes, whether direct (e.g.
peer-group effects) or indirect (e.g. through school effects).

Section C presents case studies of school districts that have developed innovative admissions systems,
balancing the policy drivers as part of strategies for raising standards and narrowing achievement gaps. 

Section D draws conclusions from the preceding policy analysis, research evidence and case studies.
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A. Admissions policy in the United States

Policy context: raising achievement and closing gaps

The backdrop for admissions policy in the US has been heavily coloured in recent years by an increasing
political focus on raising achievement and narrowing achievement gaps.

Underachievement

For a nation of such economic power and global influence, educational performance in the US is far from
satisfactory, as bemoaned by politicians and policymakers for decades. Comparisons with international
competitors are unflattering1:  

● The 2003 PISA (Programme for International Student Assessment) study, examining general skills
among 15-year-olds, shows the US slipping to 24th out of 29 OECD nations in maths, falling below
Poland, Hungary, and Spain in the three years since the previous assessment. Meanwhile, the US ranks
fifteenth in reading, nineteenth in science, and 24th in problem-solving.

● The TIMSS (Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study) study, also from 2003, but placing
a greater emphasis on specific curriculum-based knowledge, tells only a slightly less alarming story. At
fourth grade (see note 1) the US ranked sixth out of 11 OECD countries for maths and fourth for
science. At eighth grade the US ranked eleventh out of 13 for maths, and eighth for science.

Long-term trend data from the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) – the 'Nation's Report
Card' – show that2: 

● reading performance of 17-year-olds was the same in 2004 as in 1971, with only slight improvement for
nine- and 13-year-olds

● maths performance has improved somewhat over this period for nine- and 13-year-olds, but hardly for
17-year-olds

● science performance of 17-year-olds was lower in 1999 than 30 years previously, with nine- and 13-year-
olds not much better.

The main NAEP survey, a nationwide sample of 660,000 pupils, shows stagnant reading scores between
1992 and 2005 at both fourth and eighth grade, with only a two-point increase on a 500 point scale. More
encouragingly, maths scores rose by 25 points for fourth grade and 16 points for eighth grade between 1990
and 20053. Table 1 summarises achievement level data and shows that:

● less than a third of pupils are at least proficient in reading

● in maths, extensive gains have been made recently at fourth grade, but proficiency levels – particularly
at eighth grade – are still extraordinarily low

● significant proportions of pupils still fail to acquire basic literacy and numeracy skills. 
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1. Elementary school usually runs from Kindergarten or K (age 5-6) to fifth grade (age 10-11). Middle school (sometimes called

junior high school - especially if it covers seventh to ninth grade - usually runs from sixth grade (age 11-12) to eighth grade

(age 13-14). High school usually covers ninth grade (age 14-15) to twelfth grade (age 17-18). International comparisons are

from: PISA (2004), Gonzales et al (2004). 

2. The two basic types of National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) assessments are 'main' NAEP and 'long-term

trend'. The long-term trend survey assesses pupils by age and at a national level only. It has been administered around every

four years since the early 1970s, and is based on much smaller samples than the main NAEP survey; for example, the 2004

reading and maths surveys used a sample of around 28,000 pupils. See Perie et al (2005a), Campbell et al (2000).

3. Main NAEP only goes back to the early 90s and assesses students by grade, providing both national and state results. It cur-

rently assesses fourth and eighth grade maths every two years. See Perie et al (2005b), and Perie et al (2005c). 



Achievement gaps

The educational performance of the US is dragged down by relatively large disparities across the school
population, and strong associations of disadvantage and underachievement (OECD, 2005). Some inroads
have been made with the black-white achievement gap, which narrowed significantly between the early
1970s and late 1980s and widened again in the 1990s, and have slightly narrowed again in the past few
years (Perie et al, 2005a; Campbell et al, 2000)4. The white-Hispanic gap has had a similar pattern, although
for 17-year-olds it is continuing to widen. However, these gaps remain vast, as do those for socio-economic
and other forms of disadvantage. Table 2 sets out NAEP fourth grade reading achievement levels for 2005. 

The substantial achievement gaps shown are similar for maths and for eighth graders, and the socio-
economic and language gaps have not changed since NAEP started to measure them in the late 1990s.5

The roles of federal and state governments

National data masks substantial state variations in achievement levels and gaps. The scope for central
government policy has been far more limited than in Britain. The US Constitution does not mention
education, hence it is a power entrusted to state constitutions and governments which, in turn, grant
control of schools to over 15,000 districts. But the 1965 Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA)
put a foot in the door, and its largest programme 'Title 1' now provides £12 billion of compensatory funds
for disadvantaged children and their schools: around half of federal government's eight per cent share of
compulsory education expenditure (US Department of Education, 2005). ESEA remains the main federal
law, having been reauthorised eight times, most recently as the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, signed in
2002 with bipartisan support. 

NCLB represents an unprecedented extension of federal authority in education, and the culmination of a
growing accountability movement (Peterson and West, 2003; Meier and Wood, 2004). The seeds were sown
in the 1983 Reagan-commissioned report 'A Nation at Risk', which warned of a 'rising tide of mediocrity',
linked poor student performance to an uncompetitive economy, and recommended the establishment of
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4. For detailed research and discussion of a wide range of issues around race achievement gaps see Jencks and Phillips

(1998a).

5. See note 3 for sources of these figures.

TTaabbllee  11::  NNAAEEPP  aacchhiieevveemmeenntt  lleevveellss  ((%%))  22000055  ((aanndd  11999900//0022))
SSuubbjjeecctt  aanndd  ggrraaddee AAddvvaanncceedd PPrrooffiicciieenntt BBaassiicc BBeellooww  bbaassiicc

Reading fourth grade: 2005 (1992) 7.5 (6.4) 24.0 (22.2) 32.7 (33.7) 35.8 (37.9)

Reading eighth grade: 2005 (1992) 3.0 (2.9) 27.8 (26.3) 41.8 (40.3) 27.4 (30.5)

Maths fourth grade: 2005 (1990) 5.0 (1.2) 31.3 (11.6) 44.0 (37.2) 19.7 (50.1)

Maths eighth grade: 2005 (1990) 6.0 (2.0) 22.7 (13.3) 39.4 (36.6) 30.9 (48.2)

TTaabbllee  22::  NNAAEEPP  ffoouurrtthh  ggrraaddee  rreeaaddiinngg,,  bbyy  ssoocciioo--eeccoonnoommiicc,,  rraaccee  aanndd  llaanngguuaaggee  ggrroouuppss,,  22000055
AAvveerraaggee  ssccaallee  AAtt  oorr  aabboovvee  BBeellooww  bbaassiicc  
ssccoorree pprrooffiicciieenntt  ((%%)) ((%%))

All pupils 219 31 36

Eligible for subsidised lunch 203 16 54
Ineligible for subsidised lunch 230 42 23

White 229 41 23
Black 200 13 58
Hispanic 203 16 54

Non-English language learners 222 34 33
English language learners 187 7 73



common academic standards (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983). Successive
Republican and Democrat administrations established national performance goals; and encouraged states
to develop and implement assessment and standards-based reforms, and to monitor annual progress. But
with no effective timetable or sanctions, state policies varied wildly from the sophisticated to the non-
existent (Hayes, 2004). 

No Child Left Behind 

At the core of NCLB are mechanisms for holding states, districts and schools explicitly accountable for
student progress and for closing achievement gaps6:  

● annual 'high-stakes' tests in reading and arithmetic for all pupils grades three to eight

● obligations on states, districts and schools to furnish detailed annual report cards, including
achievement data for subgroups (by race, income, gender, disability, English language proficiency and
migrant status)

● targets for states and districts to bring all students up to 'proficient' level by 2013/14, with schools
given 'adequate yearly progress' targets toward this, including for subgroups. 

Some aspects of NCLB go beyond the scope of this paper, for example teacher qualifications, Reading First
and improved targeting of Title 1 funds.7 But both pressure and support provisions in the Act are of direct
relevance to admission policy: 

● a school receiving Title 1 funds that fails to meet targets two consecutive years must be given assistance

● its pupils must be offered the choice to transfer, with free transport, to another school in the district not
deemed low-performing, with particular priority given to pupils with low income and achievement

● pupils in schools failing to make adequate progress three years in a row must also be offered
supplemental educational services, including private tutoring

● for continued failure, a school is subject to outside corrective measures, including possible governance
changes and closure

● some federal support is provided for charter, magnet and public school choice programmes.

It is early days, but it is likely that these provisions will have a marginal but growing impact on school
compositions. NCLB is the latest development affecting all three admissions policy drivers that might be
identified: 

● neighbourhood schools

● intake balancing

● school choice and differentiation.

Admissions policy driver 1: neighbourhood schools 

The 'common school' has been a deeply cherished ideal for American educational reformers since the 1830s.
The notion is that children of all social classes, religions – and, much later, races – should share a similar
education under the same roof. This, it is argued, would act as a glue for community-building and social
cohesion, and as a cornerstone of equal opportunity through entitling young people to compete fairly in the
economy. While aspects of the broader concept have remained utopian, the neighbourhood school – to
which pupils are assigned by attendance zones – has long been a reality, entrenched by an historic
commitment from many parents, educators and administrators (Spring, 2004; Ravitch, 2001; Kahlenberg,
2001).
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6. Public Law 107-110, 107th Congress, 8 January 2002. No Child Left Behind Act of 2001: an act to close the achievement

gap with accountability, flexibility, and choice, so that no child is left behind.

7. By the end of the 2005/06 school year, every teacher in core content areas working in a public school must be certified and

demonstrably proficient in all subjects they teach. Reading First is a new $1 billion competitive-grant program to help states

and districts set up reading programmes for children in grades K-3, with priority given to high-poverty areas. A smaller early-

reading programme seeks to help states better prepare three- to five-year-olds in disadvantaged areas.



In the complex and politically charged debates around desegregation and choice, it is easy to overlook the
fact that the majority of children still attend their local school. Distance is an issue: in large parts of the US
pupils do not live close enough to more than one school for choice to be a reality, particularly if neither
their parents nor the district are prepared to pay transport costs. Elsewhere, the attendance area remains a
widespread and powerful tool of admissions policy. Table 3 shows that in 2003, 74 per cent of pupils
attended their assigned school, although this was down from 80 per cent ten years previously (Wirt et al,
2004). 

In most states, school admissions are heavily influenced by high levels of residential segregation, both
across and within districts (Logan, 2002; Swanstrom et al, 2004; Rusk, 2002a). Economic segregation has
increased continuously in the past few decades, particularly between cities and their suburbs. When
children are assigned to their neighbourhood school, residential patterns are not only reflected in school
intakes but are reinforced. American families are remarkably mobile, and more than willing to move to a
neighbourhood so their children can attend a particular school. Recent figures show that parents of 24 per
cent of students do so; those with assigned places being even higher at 28 per cent.8 There are significant
variations in willingness and ability to move, with much higher rates for whites, graduates and better-off
families. Research shows the huge impact of schools on housing prices, enabling these groups to pay
indirectly for good schools via a capital investment, or as one writer has called it, a 'segregation tax' (Kane
et al, 2005; Rusk, 2001). 

With further residential segregation projected, catchment area effects will continue in coming decades.
Counteracting them will require not just school admissions policies but also housing policies that support
socio-economic integration of neighbourhoods, for example scattered site public housing projects, zoning
changes, and mixed-use developments.9

Admissions policy driver 2: intake balancing

It is not possible to understand admissions policy in the US without at least a brief examination of issues
around racial segregation and desegregation. Indeed, there are significant policy and research lessons from
successful and unsuccessful attempts to balance school intakes. 

Racial desegregation

Until the late 1960s the major exception to the neighbourhood school norm was the de jure segregation of
schools by race in southern states. In 1954, in Brown v. Board of Education, the Supreme Court had declared
this legal apartheid unconstitutional. But with a weak formulation calling for 'desegregation with all
deliberate speed', initial implementation was slow. It took the stick of the 1964 Civil Rights Act and the
carrot of substantial Great Society federal funding to overcome the recalcitrance of state officials and school
boards. Impetus was given to the integration of neighbourhood schools, and to the instigation of more
complex remedies in the form of mandatory reassignment plans, often involving involuntary busing.
Desegregation was not confined to the South; many districts in northern states with high levels of de facto
segregation were also subject to court orders (Orfield et al, 1996; Kluger, 2004; Ogletree, 2004).

Between 1968 and 1990, levels of racial segregation in schools declined dramatically, particularly in the
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8. Figures are for 2003 in Wirt et al (2004).

9. For a helpful discussion of this see Rusk (2005). A good example of where these policies have been put into practice is

Montgomery County, Maryland. The Washington Post ran an extended two-part account of this - see Schulte and Keating

(2001a and 2001b).

TTaabbllee  33::  PPuuppiillss  ggrraaddeess  11--1122,,  %%  bbyy  ttyyppee  ooff  sscchhooooll

TTyyppee  ooff  sscchhooooll 11999933 22000033 %%  ppooiinntt  cchhaannggee %%  ddiiffffeerreennccee

Public, assigned 79.9 73.9 -6.0 -7.5

Public, chosen 11.0 15.4 4.4 40.0

Private, church-related 7.5 8.4 0.9 12.0

Private, not church-related 1.6 2.4 0.8 50.0



South. Court-supervised plans were at the heart of this, although pre-emptive, autonomous and federally-
supported desegregation was extensive in many districts without court orders. However, progress has
halted and slightly reversed since 1990, particularly in metropolitan areas (Logan and Oakley, 2004). Again,
residential factors have played a part: 

● Concerted efforts since the 1960s to tackle the systematic and persistent effects of historic mortgage, tax
and zoning policies led to two decades of substantial reductions in racial segregation, which stalled in
the 1990s (Glaeser, 2001).

● Racial isolation in many of the largest cities in the US is now growing, boosted by black and Hispanic
population growth (Frankenberg et al, 2003; Logan and Oakley, 2004; Logan, 2004).

● A quarter of metropolitan areas are still 'hyper-segregated'; another half partially segregated.10

The potential for admissions policies to counteract residential segregation has been weakened. A number of
subsequent judicial decisions have diluted, halted and even reversed the impact of Brown, calling into
question its precise original intentions (Orfield and Lee, 2004; Chemerinsky, 2005; Kluger, 2004; Ogletree,
2004; Orfield et al, 1996). First, Milliken v. Bradley (1974) limited desegregation to remedies within individual
school districts, exempting many metropolitan areas from tackling the most severe form of segregation: that
between cities and their suburbs. This decision effectively neutered Brown's influence in northern cities,
whose inner and outer areas tend to be split across multiple districts, although state courts have
occasionally found ways of mandating city-suburban desegregation.11 In the South, single district
metropolitan areas are more prevalent. Milliken effectively rubber-stamped the counterproductive 'white
flight' effect by which white families, mainly middle-class, moved from desegregating inner cities to
suburbs, leaving behind increasingly ghettoised urban schools12. 

Second, other court decisions have excused desegregation violations within districts on the grounds that
they were not 'intentional', for example if they reflected segregated residential patterns. Districts have thus
been exempted or released from judicial enforcement, with de facto segregation in schools interpreted as
inevitable. Even districts remaining under court supervision have increasingly ineffective plans because of
demographic and residential shifts in the years after school attendance boundaries were set. 

Third, a series of decisions exemplified by Missouri v. Jenkins (1995) have released districts from
desegregation obligations if they have, in a limited way, obeyed court orders for several years and achieved
'unitary' status. This legal term relates to 'good faith' and effort 'to the extent practicable', and not to success
in desegregation, let alone in educational outcomes. In effect, court enforcement is treated as temporary
punishment for historic discrimination, not as the basis for a long-term desegregation strategy; unitary
status being granted as 'judicial absolution for the sins of segregation' (Orfield et al, 1996). Recent rulings in
some regions have gone the next step and barred the use of race in pupil assignment.13

Socio-economic desegregation

As will be seen, racial achievement gaps can be largely explained by socio-economic factors. Much of the
capacity of racial integration to equalise educational opportunity comes from the associated effects of more
socially balanced school intakes. Conversely, educational effects of racial desegregation plans can be limited
and even counterproductive, for example when they result in integration of poor white and poor black
pupils (Kahlenberg, 2001). In metropolitan areas, the average black pupil attends a school where 64 per cent
of classmates are poor, compared with 30 per cent for the average white pupil.14 More than half of this
disparity is due to segregation between districts, the rest to segregation within districts. So even if racial
desegregation is effectively implemented within a metropolitan district, substantial socio-economic
inequalities between districts serve to maintain wide gaps of achievement and opportunity, with a
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10. Hyper-segregated means with measures of dissimilarity greater than 0.6 (partially segregated is between 0.4 and 0.6), this

measure being the proportion of a racial group that would need to move districts to achieve an even proportion across the met-

ropolitan area. See Glaeser (2001). 

11. For example Delaware and Indiana, cited in Kahlenberg (2001).

12. This effect, now extensively referred to in the literature, was first identified by Coleman et al (1975).

13. See notes for case studies for examples of this. Two exceptions in 2005 have been in Seattle and in Lynn, Massachusetts,

where the use of race has been upheld. It may be that at some point such a case will reach the Supreme Court. 

14. The definition of poor or low-income is eligibility for subsidised (free or reduced price) lunch, here and throughout the paper.

Figures are from National Center for Educational Statistics for 1999-2000, analysed in Logan and Oakley (2004).



particularly adverse effect on black children. 

In the past few years, a number of districts have opted to maintain policy objectives of balancing school
intakes, but through use of socio-economic or achievement factors in pupil assignment, as will be seen in
the case studies.15 NCLB has provided a national framework, and some pressure and support for raising
test scores and narrowing racial achievement gaps. But scope for districts to contribute to this through
gearing admissions in favour of disadvantaged pupils has been heavily circumscribed by16:  

● an unfavourable political climate and legal uncertainty, shifting reform agendas of all persuasions
towards other approaches for helping children confined to segregated city schools, such as under-
performance sanctions and compensatory spending

● a sense of weakness in the face of residential and demographic forces, particularly in metropolitan areas

● diminished capacity to assign pupils to schools, when ever-growing priority is given to parental choice.

Admissions policy driver 3: school choice and differentiation 

Attendance zones and mandatory assignments have increasingly been giving way to an emphasis on school
choice and diversified provision. The original motivation arose from desegregation plans, with districts
looking for methods of encouraging voluntary movement away from segregated neighbourhood schools,
such as the establishment of magnet schools from the 1970s onwards, and early choice programmes in the
1980s. More recently, other motivations for choice and differentiation have been emphasised, in particular
the use or simulation of market mechanisms and behaviours and the involvement of private schools.17

Most states now have a burgeoning patchwork of options. As Table 3 showed, in 2003, 15 per cent of young
people were in public schools to which they had not been assigned – a growth of 40 per cent in the exercise
of choice from a decade earlier. Charter schools and NCLB provisions are reinforcing this trend.18 Principal
policies can be mapped out as follows.

Differentiation of supply

Magnet schools aim to create demand for voluntary transfers so that their intake meets desegregation
standards, through offering distinctive curricular programmes, emphases or pedagogical approaches.
Mainly located in inner-city areas, but open to all pupils in the district, many have been successful in
attracting white children into schools that had been predominantly minority. In some cases, magnet
programmes are offered in schools that otherwise draw enrolment from an attendance zone. Magnets have
enjoyed several policy-driven bursts of growth and federal support, and there are currently between two
and three thousand serving around two million pupils.19

Charter schools are public, funded by states, but independent. They are free of many regulations, and
enjoy financial and operational autonomy under a performance contract with a state, district, or higher
education institution.20 Some have a curricular emphasis, and a small but growing number are run by
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15. Other districts with controlled choice system that aim to reduce concentrations of socio-economic disadvantage include:

Charlotte-Mecklenburg, North Carolina; St Lucie County, Florida; San Jose, California; Rochester, New York; and La Crosse,

Wisconsin. 

16. A number of recent books have suggested that policymakers of all persuasions, for the reasons outlined, are to varying

extents giving up on using pupil assignment to improve opportunities and outcomes for the disadvantaged, and that they are

attempting, successfully or otherwise, to improve de facto racially and economically segregated schools, for example: Rothstein

(2004), Kahlenberg (2001), Kozol (2005), Cashin (2004). For a viewpoint that supports this trend: Thernstrom and Thernstrom

(2003).

17. In some school districts there have been long-standing exceptions to the neighbourhood school at high school level in the

form of specialised vocational schools and selective exam schools. School choice had its origins in the work of Friedman

(1962). But it was not until the late 1980s that it was put into practice in any substantive way in the US. Note that in the US

'school choice' is now increasingly associated with vouchers. For the purposes of this paper the term encompasses the broader

range of policies described in this section.

18. NCLB encourages the growth of charter schools but brings them under more rigorous common scrutiny and accountability.

It also encourages and financially supports intra- and inter-district open enrolment programmes.

19. National figures are hard to find. Analysis of data from membership of the Magnet Schools Association of America suggests

that there are around 3,100 and that the figure is growing. See Rossell (2005). The most recent government figures are for

2001/02, when 1,736 were reported, but not every state reported their numbers. See Hoffman (2003). Magnet schools on

average spend 10-12 per cent more per pupil than other schools: cited in Kahlenberg (2001).

20. There are also eight 'charter districts' in three states, in which a district obtains a charter to change its relationship with the

state, currently a very bureaucratic exercise without clear advantages. See Lockwood (2004).



private companies. The first charter law was passed in Minnesota in 1991, and there are now as many as
3,400 charter schools in 41 states, serving close to a million children.21 State charter laws vary widely but all
require schools to be open to all pupils in the district or a wider area. Some states encourage greater
representation of 'at risk', low achieving, poor or minority groups through their charter-granting priorities
or admissions policy stipulations.22 But most laws give schools great autonomy over whom they target for
recruitment and how they select. Two-thirds of charter schools are over-subscribed, and two-thirds of these
at some point use a lottery (US Department of Education, 2004). Often, schools also prioritise siblings,
children of founding parents or school employees, and those who live nearby. Many meet or interview
parents and pupils, and there is evidence that some have been able to exercise considerable discretion in
admissions practice (Carnoy et al, 2005).23

Alternative schools. There are currently around 11,000, some established by districts and others by
community organisations contracted by the district (Kleiner et al, 2002). On average smaller than other
schools, they offer more individualised learning environments and programmes. They are aimed
particularly at youngsters not faring well in traditional settings, who either actively choose the school, or
are assigned following suspension or expulsion. 

Public support for private schools. Since the early 1990s, programmes have been developed in five states
where vouchers funded by public tax dollars can be used to pay for a low-income child's education
expenses at private or parochial schools.24 And in seven states, tax credits and deductions allow parents to
redirect their tax dollars partially to offset expenses of private education.25

Home-schooling. The number of families using this option is rapidly increasing, helped by the increasing
availability of digital learning materials. Over a million children were home-schooled in 2003, representing
2.2 per cent of the school-age population, up from 1.7 per cent in 1999 (Princiotta et al, 2004). 

Choice programmes

Intra-district choice. No districts have unconstrained open enrolment, but a growing number have adopted
systems by which parents can apply for any public school within the district on a space-available basis.
Currently all but five states enable districts to do so.26 There are significant state and district variations in:

● whether state policies are mandatory or voluntary for districts

● procedures for over-subscribed schools, including magnets

● whether and how transport costs are subsidised

● how choice is informed and encouraged for different groups

● the extent to which districts retain authority to override choice. 

Inter-district choice. A similar, and again growing, number of states have enacted policies enabling
enrolment in public schools in neighbouring districts, subject to capacity, in some cases obliging districts to
offer this. This permits transfers between urban and suburban neighbourhoods in metropolitan areas with
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21. The most recent government figures: Hoffman (2003) show 2,348 in 2001/02. The more recent figures are for April 2005

and are from the Center for Education Reform website. 

22. Many state laws give preferences to applications for charter schools that increase educational opportunities for 'at risk' chil-

dren (eg New York, Illinois, Missouri, Colorado, North Carolina, Virginia, Wisconsin and Rhode Island); for those serving areas of
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23. Other examples from research cited in West et al (forthcoming).

24. Milwaukee, Wisconsin, Ohio, Colorado and District of Columbia.

25.  Arizona, Florida, Illinois, Iowa, Minnesota, Pennsylvania and Puerto Rico.   
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for Education Statistics, Schools and Staffing Survey.



large numbers of districts.27 As well as similar policy variations to those listed for intra-district choice,
states also differ in whether 'sending' and/or 'receiving' districts receive pupil funding.28

Controlled choice. Many districts have developed assignment processes with such labels as 'managed' or
'controlled' choice. These carefully honour parental preferences in such a way that other ends can be served,
for example racial balance if they have court-ordered or voluntary desegregation plans, or access for low-
income pupils to schools outside their neighbourhoods. Mechanisms of control vary widely and include:

● encouragement of multiple ranked preferences

● sophisticated software programs that input these preferences into matrices of other factors such as
school capacities, siblings, intake balances, and home-school time and distance

● weighted funding formulae such that disadvantaged children carry a 'bounty'

● use of preference and survey data to inform future planning, including potential 'franchising' of
provision from over-subscribed schools.

Interactions between the policy drivers and their impact 

Most districts are concerned with at least two of the three admissions principles. Policy has been buffeted
by various political waves across recent decades: desegregation from the 1960s into the 1980s; growing
interest in choice and markets from the 1980s; charter schools from the 1990s; and currently, accountability
and high-stakes testing. In this dynamic context, synergies and tensions between the three policy drivers
have played out in complex ways.

● Desegregation, at least initially, asserted the right of children to attend integrated neighbourhood schools.
But, in practice, achieving racially balanced intakes across a district often required significant numbers
of pupils to be bussed and to bypass neighbourhood schools.29

● Desegregation remedies use different combinations of voluntary and involuntary mechanisms, ranging
from mandatory assignments to choice-based magnets and optional inter-district transfer. 

● Choice and diversity reforms have increased options for parents and pupils, within and beyond their
district and even outside the public sector. However, for many it has simply enabled active choice of the
neighbourhood school. And proximity has been the most commonly used factor for over-subscribed
schools. 

The policy analysis so far raises four broad questions: 

1. How have admissions policy drivers affected actual school intakes? 

2. What other influences have they contended with? 

3. What impact have admissions policies, and associated school intakes, had on educational outcomes
and achievement gaps for pupils and schools, and across wider areas? 

4. How much have these effects been due to admissions policies themselves, and how much to family,
neighbourhood and school factors? 

It is to these research questions that we now turn.
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27. Boston, for example, has 70 school districts within a 30-minute commute of its centre, and many more in the wider

metropolitan area; whereas Miami has only one district for the entire metropolitan area. Most cities lie somewhere between
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B. Research in the United States into school composition, admissions
policies and educational outcomes
What can research in the US tell us about the size and nature of the impact of school composition and
admissions policies? This is a statistical minefield, hindered by limited nationally representative data and
consistent measures over time. Educational attainment is influenced by complex and multi-level matrices of
factors. Some relate to characteristics of individuals, their families or their communities, most notably social
or ethnic background. Some are school-level effects, for example overall academic performance, teaching
quality and pupil intake. Untangling the interplay between these has been too complex for any sort of
consensual methodology to have emerged. But from an extensive literature, a number of significant insights
can be drawn that are highly relevant and timely for British admissions policy. The fundamental starting
point is the relative influence of family background and school factors. 

What are the influences of family and social background on pupil outcomes?

The 1966 Coleman Report, commissioned by government and based on a study of 600,000 pupils in 4,000
schools across the US, remains one of the largest and most significant pieces of social science research
conducted in any country. From this report onwards, an extensive body of evidence suggests that as much
as half the variation in pupil achievement can be explained by individual socio-economic factors, in
particular parental income, employment status and education, and family structure. The effects start at
birth and continue from kindergarten level throughout the school years, particularly in after-school hours
and during the long summer break (Coleman et al, 1966; Lee and Burkam, 2002; PISA, 2004; Rothstein,
2004; Jencks and Phillips, 1998a; Puma et al, 1997; Kozol, 1991).

Material and social disadvantage translates into lower attainment, both by limiting access to educational
opportunities and by reducing the ability of children to benefit from their schooling. Being raised in a low-
income family, for example, is more likely to mean housing problems and instability, fewer educational
resources at home, family disruption and stress, poorer nutrition, health and healthcare, and child-rearing
approaches less conducive to development. Of course these are neither consistent nor universal associations
but rather represent average characteristics of families of different social classes. Individually, these and
other characteristics have only minor effects, but they are highly correlated and interact so that they have a
massive cumulative negative impact on academic performance. Seen in this light, the socio-economic gap is
unsurprising and intimidating, and impressionable to policy well outside the education sphere. 

As touched on earlier, the race achievement gap is strongly related to socio-economic disadvantage. Thirty-
four per cent of black and 29 per cent of Hispanic children live below the poverty level, compared with 11
per cent of white children.30 But family background factors explain only part of the race gap – perhaps
between half and two-thirds.31 Black children lag behind white children from families with similar incomes,
whether they are poor or part of the black middle-class that has grown dramatically since the 1960s. One
explanation for this is that simple measures of current family income do not fully control for the socio-
economic disadvantage faced by minority groups, for example: 

● white families with low current income are more likely than their black or Hispanic equivalents to be
episodically, rather than permanently, poor

● minority families in higher socio-economic groups tend to have entered them more recently, so have yet
to benefit fully from such advantages as the equity and other assets accrued from previous generations
that can support children's achievement

● minority middle-class families are more likely to live, and use schools, in poorer communities than
their white equivalents. 

(Rothstein, 2004; Patillo-McCoy, 1999)
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30. Children refers to those under 18 (DeNavas-Walt et al, 2004). These figures are almost identical to those from the US

Department of Education's Early Childhood Longitudinal Study: see Lee and Burkam (2002).
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There is also a substantial literature on psychological and cultural dynamics underlying the black-white
gap, with a number of further purported explanations for race exercising an independent influence on
achievement. Some still have socio-economic roots, for example a persistent perception among some blacks
that the labour market does not reward their achievement equally (Jencks and Phillips, 1998b)32. Others
point to issues of low expectations and self-esteem, peer-group effects, social identity in an 'oppositional'
culture, equating academic success with 'acting white', and avoidance of situations where negative
stereotypes can be exercised (Ogbu, 2003; Jencks and Phillips, 1998a).  For Hispanic children, language
barriers are an additional factor (PISA, 2004). 

To what extent can schools compensate for disadvantage, and how do their capacities
to do so differ? 

The empirical finding that socio-economic and race factors can, on average, predict achievement is often
misunderstood as making a claim that schooling cannot, or does not, make a difference to achievement
gaps. This is of course far from the truth. While it is hard to see how schools on their own could eliminate
the gaps without radical shifts in social policies such as health, housing and childcare, there is plenty of
evidence of:

● the impact of schools in offsetting pupil disadvantage

● substantial variations in their success in doing so

● failing schools exacerbating achievement gaps

● a set of common features in effective schools, such as good quality teaching and leadership, high
expectations and disciplined classroom environments. 

(Teddlie and Reynolds, 2000; Sammons et al, 1995; Levine and Lezotte, 1990)

In the past couple of years studies from both conservative and liberal standpoints have identified high
performing schools in poor areas that 'buck the trends' and enable pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds
to 'succeed against the odds' (Carter, 2000; Thernstrom and Thernstrom, 2003; Jerald, 2001). They suggest
that encouraging dissemination of these exceptional schools' practices could close national achievement
gaps. Critics have pointed out that many of these schools are selective (whether overtly, or covertly through
practices such as parental contracts), have teachers and leaders with heroic and possibly unreplicable work-
life balances or succeed as a one-off in a particular year. They argue that while the performance of these
schools might be admirable, they do not provide a universal recipe for raising or equalising standards in
the context of the sheer numbers of 'failing' or struggling schools (Harris, 2005; Rothstein, 2002; 2004). In
2004/05 more than 11,000 schools were identified for improvement and hence subject to NCLB sanctions
(Olson, 2004). 

Under-performance is concentrated in poor areas so that schools with fewer than half of pupils on
subsidised lunches are 24 times more likely to be high performing than schools with more than half.33 The
uneven distribution of effective and ineffective schooling from kindergarten level onwards exacerbates the
existing inequalities of both opportunity and outcome and reinforces the link between family background
and life chances (Lee and Burkam, 2002; Rathbun and West, 2004).

As with pupil achievement, explaining variations in school performance is complex and contested. While
there has been some equalisation in recent years, disadvantaged schools remain under-resourced. In
2001/02, per-pupil funding in high-poverty districts was $868 lower than in low-poverty districts, with
gaps of more than $2,000 in some states (Carey, 2004). These figures understate the problem, because they
do not reflect the extensive added costs of educating disadvantaged children. High-poverty schools also, on
average, have:

● more limited curricula and fewer opportunities for advanced studies

● teachers with fewer qualifications, less experience, lower pay and morale, less adequate working
conditions and higher turnover
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32. In Jencks and Phillips (1998a) see chapters 1, 8, 10 and 11.
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● poorer quality teaching with lower expectations

● poorer discipline

● weaker parental involvement. 

(National Commission on Teaching and America's Future, 1996; Ingersoll, 2003; Young and Smith, 1997)34

The starkest inequality, however, relates to the pupil intake itself. The recent PISA study showed that the
variance in school performance explained by pupils' socio-economic background is particularly high in the
US (PISA, 2004).

What are the effects of the socio-economic composition of a school? 

As discussed, the socio-economic background of individual pupils contributes substantially to their
educational performance. But there is also a significant body of US-based research which shows that a
school's socio-economic mix of pupils, as an independent variable, has a contextual impact beyond the
aggregate of individual background effects. This is critical for this paper in at least two respects: first, to
understand the implications of transferring disadvantaged pupils into high performing schools; and
second, to examine the impact of admissions approaches on levels and distributions of educational
outcomes. Four broad types of evidence are reviewed. 

1. National and international surveys and research

● The Coleman Report found that a child's achievement was 'strongly related to the educational
backgrounds and aspirations of the other students in the school', far more than any other school factor,
and that socio-economic factors were much more unevenly distributed across schools than resources
(Coleman et al, 1966). The findings of the first, largest and most important study have been confirmed
in the intervening four decades, both nationally and internationally. 

● A 1986 national study of Title 1 showed that 59 per cent of low-income children in high-poverty schools
were in the bottom quartile of achievement, compared with 28 per cent of those in low-poverty schools.
Interestingly, the chances for this latter group were better than those for middle-class children in high-
poverty schools, 37 per cent of whom were in the bottom quartile.35

● Department of Education analysis of 2005 NAEP data shows that the proportion of pupils in a school
on subsidised lunches has a substantial effect on fourth grade maths performance both for middle-class
and low-income pupils. Low-income children in mainly middle-class schools scored significantly higher
than middle-class children in mainly low-income schools.36

● The PISA report found that 'regardless of their own socio-economic background, students attending
schools in which the average socio-economic background is high tend to perform better than when they
are enrolled in a school with a below-average socio-economic intake'. In the US, as with most other
countries, the average economic, social and cultural status of children in a school has an impact on
pupil performance variation that far outweighs that of the individual's own background (PISA, 2004).

2. Area-based studies

Since Coleman, there have been many detailed but smaller-scale studies, often examining individual states
or districts, and a number of meta-analyses and reviews.37 These have tended to confirm the national
findings above, for example:

● a 2002 study of reading in grades three to five in Denver, Colorado found that low-income children in
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34. On teacher experience, see NAEP data, note 36.
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37. Schofield (1995), Entwisle and Alexander (1992), Lee and Bryk (1989), Eitle (2006), Gamoran (1987), Alexander et al

(1978), Alwin and Otto (1977), Wells and Crain (1994). 



schools in which they were in a minority outperformed middle-class children in majority low-income
schools (Gottlieb, 2002a)

● a 2002 study of fourth graders in Wisconsin found that each 10 per cent increase in the proportion of
middle-class classmates improved the performance of low-income students by 6.4 per cent in reading
and 7.2 per cent in maths (Rusk, 2002b).38

3. Longitudinal studies

Most of the studies above are cross-sectional. On the whole, they adequately control for family background
characteristics, but not for prior academic achievement of students at enrolment, or for 'selection bias'.39

'Snapshot in time' research can overstate short-term effects of school composition on achievement.
Longitudinal studies do not suffer these conceptual and empirical difficulties since they control for prior
achievement and look at progress over a period. Recent meta-reviews conclude that the effects of social
composition are still substantial.40 For example: 

● A 1997 study of 40,000 pupils authorised by Congress for the review of Title 1 concluded that schools
with at least half low-income intakes 'depressed', and those with at least three-quarters 'seriously
depressed', achievement of all pupils over and above individual social background, a combined effect
described as 'double jeopardy'.

● Studies using data from national longitudinal surveys such as High School and Beyond (1980), which
tracked 25,000 pupils for the two years leading up to twelfth grade, and the National Education
Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS), which followed a sample of 25,000 pupils through high school,
generally found strong effects of school socio-economic composition, after controlling for prior
achievement and resources. 

4. Studies of racial desegregation 

Because of previous policy imperatives, and greater availability of data, there is an overlapping but far
greater quantity of evidence on short- and long-term impacts of racial, rather than socio-economic,
composition of schools. There is by no means consensus: some meta-reviews questioned the methodologies
of early studies and suggested that the impact of desegregation is minimal, confined to reading
achievement or not sufficiently proven (St John, 1975; Cook, 1984; Schofield, 1995; Armor and Rossell,
2001). But most reviews concluded that minority students with more integrated schooling enjoy significant
academic benefits. They also complete a greater number of years of school, have a greater probability of
attending higher education and obtaining degrees, have higher occupational aspirations, are more likely to
be working in white-collar and professional jobs, and go on to lead more integrated adult lives (Crain and
Mahard, 1983; Hochschild and Scovronick, 2003; Orfield and Kurlaender, 2001; Wells and Crain, 1994;
Hawley, 2004).

This is reflected in national trend data. The race gap narrowed significantly in the 1970s and 1980s, through
substantial increases in black achievement (Perie et al, 2005a). Clearly, some gains can be explained by
corresponding improvements in the socio-economic conditions of black pupils, such as their parents'
occupational status, income and educational attainment. But these factors have also improved for white
pupils, whose scores remained stagnant during this period. The race gap narrowed far more significantly in
southern states and rural areas, where desegregation was extensive, than in northern and north-eastern
metropolitan areas, where desegregation was limited or non-existent. And between the late 1980s and late
1990s, the gap widened again, coinciding with a period of reversal of desegregation remedies. A number of
researchers have concluded that desegregation played a part in narrowing the achievement gap (Grissmer
et al, 1998; Frankenberg et al, 2003; Orfield and Lee, 2004).

Racially segregated schools tend to concentrate poverty and other forms of disadvantage, and the positive
relationship between desegregation and narrowing achievement gaps represents further evidence of the
impact of the socio-economic composition of schools. 
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How does socio-economic composition have an effect?

What accounts for the independent influence of socio-economic composition on educational outcomes, and
how do underlying causal mechanisms operate? The literature suggests a mix of direct and indirect peer,
parental and school effects (Kahlenberg, 2001; Puma et al, 1997; Jencks and Phillips, 1998a; Kozol, 1991;
National Commission on Teaching and America's Future, 1996; Ingersoll, 2003). 

Direct peer to peer effects

Pupils have substantial direct influence on each other's performance through competition, learning from
each other inside and outside the classroom, sharing vocabulary, values and educational and occupational
aspirations, and through mutual motivation or demotivation. The individual social class effects discussed
earlier are infectious in peer groups. 

Indirect peer effects

School and classroom environment and culture are affected by such attributes of the pupil intake as
behavioural issues, special educational and language requirements, attendance problems and high mobility
between schools. High concentrations of these needs are a drain on teacher time and attention. 

Parental effects 

Parental involvement is a key characteristic of effective schools, through support for learning, increased
accountability and expectations, volunteering and fundraising. Middle-class parents are far more likely to
be involved in their children's school. 

School effects

Pupil intake has further indirect effects through school characteristics. As mentioned, schools with high
concentrations of poor children are more likely to suffer from lower teacher quality and expectations, more
limited curricula and an absence of the critical mass of pupils required for more demanding learning
opportunities. 

That the negative impact of socio-economic segregation is related to direct peer and parent effects, and also
to indirect effects through teachers and schools, has important policy implications. The latter can be
addressed, at least partially, through resource allocation and teaching reform. Peer, and probably parent,
effects are mainly addressed through admissions policies. 

Is the impact of socio-economic composition a zero-sum game?

What are the net effects of socio-economic desegregation across a local area? According to the bulk of the
research literature the relationship between socio-economic composition and pupil outcomes is not a zero-
sum game. The positive influence of middle-class children on disadvantaged children is not offset by a
corresponding reverse negative impact, as long as there is a critical mass of middle-class children and some
ability grouping.41 Two explanations for this important finding have been put forward.

Tipping points

The research and statistics have shown that the impact of advantage and disadvantage in school intakes is
nonlinear, and that there is a threshold at which the cumulative impact of schoolmate poverty becomes
worse. This 'tipping point' has been variously placed at between 40 per cent and 75 per cent of pupils
eligible for subsidised lunches, but the bulk of studies converge at around 50 per cent. It is argued that
above this point, the benefits of a critical mass of middle-class pupils and culture are lost, and negative peer
effects kick in, with shifts in discipline, and teachers gearing lessons towards lower norm standards.
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Asymmetrical effects

Related to this, Coleman and others found that greater socio-economic heterogeneity has no adverse effects
on children from advantaged backgrounds, since integration is 'asymmetric in its effects' having 'its greatest
effect on those from educationally deficient backgrounds' (Coleman et al, 1966). Aspirations and
achievement in middle-class families may be less sensitive to school effects because of the greater likelihood
and extent of parental involvement and pressure. Disadvantaged children are more dependent on school
for the development and encouragement of their talents, and are also more open to peer influence. But
another explanation for asymmetry is that middle-class children in well-integrated schools are more likely
to be placed in faster ability tracks. 

Does desegregation between schools lead to segregation within schools? 

School-level data may not adequately capture the impact of socio-economic composition on individual
pupils who, because of tracking and ability grouping, may have very different access to resources, learning
opportunities and peer effects. Some scholars have gone so far as to argue that segregation within schools
through tracking and other forms of ability grouping is as important as segregation between schools in
inhibiting the educational opportunities of disadvantaged pupils.42 The 1988 NELS study found that low-
income and minority eighth graders were twice as likely as their white and middle-class schoolmates to be
in remedial maths classes. And there is some evidence of a tendency for children from families of higher
socio-economic status to be in higher ability groups and tracks than measured past performance would
predict.43

But recent research shows that tracking has positive overall effects on school performance, and a
widespread view is that some form of ability grouping is necessary and inevitable, not least in schools with
mixed intakes, for tailoring provision and for retaining a critical mass of middle-class pupils and parents
(Puma et al, 1997; Kahlenberg, 2001; Jencks and Phillips, 1998a). However, research shows significant
variations in systems of tracking and ability grouping, and in the extent to which schools protect low-
income students. A 2001 review outlines eight evidence-based good practice steps for socially integrated
schools, such as grouping within rather than between classes, for variable pacing, differentiating and
limiting tracked subjects, monitoring for race or class bias; using objective criteria for ability, and ensuring
high quality teachers are assigned to all tracks (Kahlenberg, 2001). 

What effect does increased school choice have on intakes and achievement? 

From its early days, concerns have been raised that choice reform tends to increase socio-economic
segregation, because better educated and more motivated parents are more likely to participate.44 Research
shows that policies vary. 

Intra- and inter-district choice 

Research into district and state open enrolment initiatives has often, but not always, shown that for those
parents who exercise it, preferences are fairly similar across socio-economic boundaries. But systems, even
those explicitly designed to reduce or remedy inequality, have tended to differentiate those who exercise
choice from those who don't by socio-economic status. Whether there is a causal link to increased social
stratification of schools is not proven, since there have been no longitudinal studies before and after the
introduction of open enrolment programmes, nor large-scale comparisons with other districts.45
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Meanwhile, after social background factors have been controlled for, studies have not shown that open
enrolment has a significant impact on achievement.46

Magnet schools

In general, districts have been successful in achieving racially mixed intakes in magnet schools. But studies
have shown that parents of magnet pupils tend to have higher income and educational levels than those
with children at other schools. Possible explanations are that they have better access to information and
networks about school choice and performance and greater mobility and more flexible work hours for
visiting schools. Magnets have also tended to increase segregation in neighbouring schools, siphoning off
motivated and higher achieving pupils and the support of more involved parents.47 However, a recent
analysis of national data found that socio-economic segregation of schools in magnet districts was no
different from anywhere else, once demographic and other district-level influences on segregation were
factored out (Archbald, 2004). 

In terms of educational outcomes, cross-sectional studies of large magnet systems show a mixed picture,
but analyses of NELS data suggest some slight advantages for magnet pupils in achievement and
aspirations once socio-economic advantages have been controlled for.48

Charter schools

On average, charter schools are more likely to be located in poorer and higher minority areas. But studies
have shown that they tend to serve a relatively more advantaged student body than their nearest public
school, and to be more segregated (Frankenberg and Lee, 2003; Roy and Mishel, 2005). Unlike magnets,
charters often have autonomy in admissions and there is evidence that intakes of many are skewed toward
higher socio-economic groups through covert forms of selection such as targeted recruitment, requirements
for meetings and interviews with pupils and parents, mandatory parental contracts and vague admissions
criteria such as 'commitment to school's philosophy' or 'fit between the charter school and the family'
(Carnoy et al, 2005; Wells et al, 2000; Renzulli and Evans, 2005).49

A study of NAEP data found that charter school students – and low-income ones in particular – had on
average lower reading and maths achievement than those in regular public schools, although there were
concerns that the charter school sample was small and uneven (Nelson et al, 2004).50 Analysis of fourth
grade reading and maths scores of students in nearly all (99 per cent) charter schools found an advantage
over students in the nearest regular public school (Hoxby, 2004a). However, further analysis of the same
data, controlling fully for socio-economic and racial factors, eliminated any significant difference in school
effectiveness (Roy and Mishel, 2005). 

Voucher programmes

Voucher programmes in the US, by definition, transfer disadvantaged pupils to private schools with
relatively high academic results. Research around this policy area is highly politicised, but reviews of
empirical research in the half dozen or so states that have experimented with vouchers show achievement
benefits that range from small to non-existent (Carnoy, 2001; Benveniste et al, 2003; Kahlenberg, 2003).51
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finding parallels in their tendencies towards segregation. See West et al (forthcoming).

50. See also National Center for Education Statistics (2004). Critique from: Hoxby (2004b). 

51. In Kahlenberg (2003), see particularly chapters by MacInnes G, Wasow B and Kahlenberg R.



Home schooling

The largest study of home-schooled pupils found that their average achievement level was between the
70th and 80th percentile of students nationwide, and that they performed around a grade ahead. However,
there was no control for the fact that the median income of their families was 44 per cent higher than the
national average or that 88 per cent of their parents continued their education beyond high school,
compared with the 50 per cent national average (Rudner, 1999).

Research evidence and policy realities 
This analysis of US-based research has shown that gulfs in pupil achievement and school performance can
partly be explained by variations in pupil social background and school effectiveness. But over and above
these factors, a school's socio-economic composition has a major independent effect on its outcomes and
those of its individual pupils. And balanced intakes benefit low-income pupils without harming
performance of middle-class schoolmates. Admissions policy is one of several influences on school intakes
and achievement gaps. It is unlikely to be able to narrow gaps without the capacity for active intervention
in pupil assignment to balance school enrolments. 

The other two admissions policy drivers – the neighbourhood principle and choice – both have a clear
tendency to stratify pupils and schools by race and social background, and hence to work against an
equitable distribution of educational opportunities and outcomes. Attendance areas reflect segregated
residential patterns. Choice is more likely to be exercised by better-educated and higher-income parents,
whose preference is usually for schools whose intakes preserve advantage for their children – often, in fact,
neighbourhood schools. The disadvantaged are less likely to exercise choice because they may be:

● less assertive about their children's education

● less knowledgeable about how to navigate often complex options and procedures

● less able to provide transport, or to miss work to engage with the choice process

● more likely to seek to preserve familiar cultural neighbourhood school settings.

Finally, autonomous or choice schools, particularly those that are over-subscribed, are able to exercise
preferences for pupils, through recruitment and mainly covert, but sometimes overt, screening practices.

As in Britain, the political reality is that choice is now so prevalent that many parents – particularly the
affluent and the vocal – see it as a right that should not be overridden. In general, there is an increasingly
favourable disposition towards public school choice, and those who have exercised it have tended to be
more satisfied with the school.52 Stratification is not an inevitable corollary of enhanced choice. The extent
of choice, who chooses, how they are informed, how over-subscription is dealt with, and how intakes are
affected are substantially determined by details of the design and implementation of pupil assignment
systems. Sustainable admission policies may need to combine and balance all three policy drivers. We now
look at three contrasting districts that, in different ways, are trying this.
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52. The Annual PhiDeltaKappa/Gallup poll of the public's attitudes toward public schools used to ask 'Do you favor or oppose

allowing students and their parents to choose which public schools in the community the students attend regardless of where

they live?' In 1995, 69 per cent were in favour, up from 60 per cent in 1989. After 1995 the poll stopped asking that question

and focused on private school choice. Teixeira R in Kahlenberg (2003) shows how the American public remains more in favour

of public school choice than private school choice.  In terms of parental satisfaction, in 2003, 64 per cent of parents who chose

a public school were 'very satisfied' with the school their child attended, compared with 54 per cent for parents with a child in

assigned public schools, and catching up with satisfaction levels for private schools. 2003 figures were obtained from the

Department of Education. Trend data is from Bieleck and Chapman (2003).



C. Case Studies

Case Study 1: Wake County Public School System, North Carolina

Policy background

Wake County has a growing population of 720,000 across 864 square miles.53 It is among the 30 largest
districts in the US, with 134 schools serving 114,000 pupils, of whom 62 per cent are white, 26 per cent
black, 6 per cent Hispanic and 4 per cent Asian (Young, 2001). Twenty-nine per cent of elementary, 25 per
cent of middle, and 15 per cent of high school pupils are on subsidised lunches, and these figures are rising
(WCPSS, 2004; Baenen et al, 2002). In 1976, the original county merged with the state capital, Raleigh,
giving a single school board jurisdiction over the city and its surrounding suburban and rural areas. The
merger went against public opinion but was pushed through by an alliance of administrators,
educationalists and business interests, who saw tackling 'white flight' as critical to the city's economic
development (Flinspach et al, 2003). 

Without a court order, the newly unified board immediately adopted a racial integration plan, aimed at
addressing both overcrowded white suburban schools and declining rolls in the predominantly black
schools of central Raleigh. In 1982, many of the latter were converted into a network of 27 magnet schools,
offering a range of enhanced and specialised provision such as arts and languages programmes (Gottlieb,
2002b). Magnets succeeded in attracting white pupils into inner city schools, although black pupils
disproportionately shouldered the burden of mandatory busing out to suburban schools to help them meet
their integration goals (Silberman, 2002). In the 1980s, precise racial balance targets were replaced by a floor
and ceiling for minority enrolment of 15 per cent and 45 per cent respectively. By the early 1990s, nine out
of ten schools were in compliance, but this dropped to two-thirds by the end of the decade (Flinspach and
Banks, 2005). On the whole, the aim of desegregation was not unpopular, and vocal pro-neighbourhood
school challengers failed to get elected to the school board (Silberman, 2002). 

By the end of the 1990s, admissions policy faced twin pressures. First, legal uncertainty turned to threat,
with key rulings prohibiting the use of race in pupil assignments in neighbouring districts and states.54

Second, at the vanguard of emerging national policy, the school board adopted a challenging goal of 95 per
cent of third and eighth grade pupils to pass state reading and maths tests by 2003.55 The implications of
admissions policies for achievement were considered and studied (Banks, 2001). The board was keen to
find a way to boost standards, continue balancing enrolments to this end, and eliminate judicial
vulnerability. It decided to implement, from 2000/01, an assignment process limiting the number of pupils
in each school with low socio-economic status or achievement.

Policy and practice

The school board annually develops and signs off a 'reassignment plan' in early spring for the next
academic year, which is effectively a revision of the assignment plan of the previous year (WCPSS, 2005).
The district is divided into around 1,200 geographical 'nodes', varying in size and density. Data about
pupils and their families is aggregated at this level.56 Each school has an attendance area that incorporates
a number of nodes, not necessarily contiguous, nor in its immediate vicinity. Each node – that is the pupils
within it – is assigned to a school. Goals are set which state that no individual school should have:

● more than 40 per cent of pupils eligible for subsidised lunches

● more than 25 per cent of its pupils below grade level on the state reading test, averaged over two years.

Reassignment plans take account of a range of other variables and factors including: 

● trends in the proportion and distribution of pupils below grade level
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53. US Census estimates for 2004.

54. In 1999, Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals decisions in Virginia and Maryland, and a Federal District Court decision in

Charlotte-Mecklenburg, North Carolina ruled against race-based assignments. See Flinspach and Banks (2005).

55. 'Goal 2003' was set in 1998. See Flinspach and Banks (2005).

56. The use of nodes continues the practice of the first desegregation plans in the 1970s. It preserves the confidentiality of

information about individual pupils. 



● anticipated demographic changes

● school capacities, facility improvement and expansion, and opening of new schools

● minimisation of distance and travel time, taking into account transportation offered

● maintenance of consistent feeder patterns from elementary to middle to high schools

● minimisation of the reassignment of pupils and nodes.

The element of choice in the system is that all pupils can apply for admission to one of 51 magnet and year-
round schools, using a procedure run by the district in advance of the general pupil assignment schedule.
Criteria for selection of applicants are:

● present magnet/year-round status

● siblings

● school and classroom capacity

● diversity

● transportation patterns.

Once all pupils have been assigned, there is a two-week window to request a transfer for the subsequent
school year. Decisions are made on the basis of reasons for request, space available, and diversity in both
assigned and requested schools. If denied, a brief final appeal can be made to the board.

The public is involved in the development of reassignment plans through:

● a citizens' committee

● publication of the proposed plan followed by feedback from parents, community and school
administrators

● public hearings on the revised final plan before board approval.

Key challenges

Implementation has faced a number of difficulties, some of which predate the new system. First, growth of
suburban areas has been so rapid that four towns which had 12 per cent of the district's population in 1990
had over 20 per cent ten years later, most of the influx being relatively affluent white families.57 Prohibitive
distances have made it extremely difficult for schools in these areas to serve children from low-income
neighbourhoods. Meanwhile, schools in poor rural pockets of the county are too remote for busing to be
practical for the district or acceptable to parents. 

Second, there has been a lack of connection with housing policies that enabled affluent new suburban
developments far from the inner city, thus increasing residential segregation. Magnet-style plans by the
school board to locate new schools between these suburbs and the city were overridden by pressures to
locate them adjacent to the residential developments (Silberman, 2002). 

Third, there has also been a lack of connection with other schools' policy, most notably the introduction,
from the early 1990s, of 15 year-round elementary and middle schools. These are mainly in the suburbs and
– because of their unconventional school year of four phased calendars – need to be actively chosen, like
magnets. Such choice has been neither practical nor desirable for those in distant minority and poor
neighbourhoods (Flinspach and Banks, 2005; Gottlieb, 2002b; Silberman, 2002). 

Fourth, the use of socio-economic and achievement factors in the assignment of pupils was not popular, at
least initially, either as a general concept or in its application to individual schools with altered intakes. It
may be that teachers and parents found it easier to express resistance to such rebalancing than to racial
assignments. On the whole, the system is now accepted, although there have been specific parent protests,
and in 2002 a group lobbying for neighbourhood schools and parental choice was formed – 'Assignment by
Choice' – endorsing school board candidates (Flinspach and Banks 2005; Finder, 2005). 
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57. Census figures quoted in Silberman (2002). 



Outcomes

Despite these challenges, implementation of the new assignment system was far from an upheaval. Two-
thirds of schools were already racially desegregated and correlations with socio-economic status and under-
achievement were typically high: over half of black and Hispanic pupils were low-income, compared with
five per cent of white pupils (Flinspach and Banks, 2005). Moreover, in the late 1990s officials started
factoring socio-economic status and achievement into assignment plans. As a result, many schools were
already in compliance with the imminent diversity caps, or not far from being so (Flinspach, 2004).
Compliance rates have been higher than for the race-based system but fell from 108 out of 121 schools in
2002/03 to 101 out of 133 schools in 2005/06.58 Racial enrolments are no longer monitored but segregation
did not change much in the first two years of the new system.59

Over the first three years, 6,653 pupils were reassigned, that is to say their nodes were shifted from one
school to another. But helping schools to meet diversity standards was an explicit factor in only 2,820 of
these reassignments, and the sole factor in 409. In these latter cases, black and low-income pupils were
particularly highly represented. The other significant reason for reassignment has been the opening of new
schools. While most have been placed in areas of population growth and where land is still affordable, the
location and assignment plans of some have helped non-compliant schools and contributed to diversity
without the need for explicit desegregation. Assignments and parental choices can be made for other
reasons, such as to leave an overcrowded school or benefit from a brand new institution. 

During the period of the new admissions system and the two previous years when aspects of it were being
introduced informally, there were substantial improvements in reading and maths achievement levels, and
a narrowing socio-economic gap, as can be seen in Table 4. 

The white-black achievement gap has also narrowed substantially: from 33 percentage points to 18 for
reading; and from 34 to 16 for maths (Baenen et al, 2004). 

Conclusions

The period in which Wake County has used socio-economic and achievement factors in the assignment of
pupils has coincided with significant improvements in attainment levels and equity, easily out-performing
state and national averages. 

The contribution that admissions policy has made cannot be quantified, and it should be noted that the
system is one of a raft of educational reforms aimed at improving performance, particularly at lower levels
(Banks, 2004). Compliance rates with the socio-economic caps have consistently fallen, but there seems little
doubt that the system as a whole has held off otherwise worse segregation, building on longer experience
of using magnet schools to draw suburban pupils to inner city schools. Meanwhile, the district's school
population has doubled since 1985 and it is expected to double again in the next 20 years. The rapidity and
uneven nature of this growth has been a serious challenge for planning, but in some cases has enabled new
schools to be reasonably well integrated, avoiding the need to shuffle pupils between existing schools. 

It should also be noted that there could be greater success in socio-economic desegregation if floors as well
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TTaabbllee  44::  WWaakkee  CCoouunnttyy  PPuubblliicc  SScchhoooollss  GGrraaddee  33--88  ssttuuddeennttss  aatt  oorr  aabboovvee  ggrraaddee  lleevveell  ((%%))  

11999988 11999999 22000000 22000011 22000022 22000033 22000044

Reading: total 81.7 83.1 83.9 86.3 88.0 90.4 90.0

Not subsidised lunch 89.0 90.0 90.6 92.3 93.4 95.5 95.4

Subsidised lunch 53.8 56.2 57.7 63.2 68.5 74.9 75.2

Maths: total 82.2 83.1 86.0 88.6 90.8 92.2 92.1

Not subsidised lunch 89.5 91.2 92.0 93.6 95.1 96.3 96.2

Subsidised lunch 54.6 59.5 62.7 69.2 75.3 79.9 81.1

58. Figures obtained from WCPSS.

59. Flinspach et al (2003) hypothesise that gains from racial desegregation might be preserved, with the positive effects of

socio-economic integration being offset by the absence of a floor for disadvantage of any type. 



as ceilings for pupils with low achievement or socio-economic status were specified. By improving the
distribution of middle-class children, this would almost certainly help decrease the number of schools
failing to comply with the ceilings. It would also reduce the symbolic power of the segregated white
middle-class schools allowed by the current system.

Case Study 2: Cambridge Public School District, Massachusetts

Policy background

Cambridge is one of the most densely populated towns in the US, with 102,000 residents across six square
miles.60 Famous for its world-class universities, it also has substantial low-income and immigrant
communities. Twelve elementary schools and one high school serve 6,183 pupils, of whom 39 per cent are
black, 35 per cent are white, 15 per cent are Hispanic and 11 per cent are Asian. Forty-nine per cent of
pupils are on subsidised lunches, and 8 per cent have limited English proficiency.61 Cambridge also has an
elementary and a middle charter school, and quite a substantial private sector. 

Until the late 1970s, Cambridge operated a neighbourhood school system, in which pupil assignment
mirrored high levels of socio-economic and racial segregation of communities within the town. From the
middle of that decade, the district became increasingly fearful of court-ordered desegregation, with
violence accompanying the introduction of mandatory busing just over the River Charles in Boston. To
head off such a remedy, the board decided to use parental choice as a mechanism for encouraging
voluntary desegregation: first through opening two alternative schools and then, in 1979, by enabling
pupils to attend schools outside their neighbourhoods, if places were free and if it reduced segregation.
Few took up this opportunity, and redrawing attendance zones and providing transportation still failed to
improve racial balances. So, from 1981, Cambridge became one of the first districts to introduce full open
enrolment: abolishing neighbourhood zones and enabling all pupils to potentially attend any school (Fiske,
2002; Carnegie Foundation, 1992). 

The 1981 plan honoured as many parental choices as it could, according to racial balance, siblings and
proximity (Willie and Alves, 1996). Over time some alterations were made, in particular changes to the
disparity targets so that each of three racial groups in elementary schools had to be within 10 per cent of
their district representation.62 By 2000/01, six schools were in compliance for three groups, seven for two
groups, and one for one, with a good overall racial balance.63 A study of the district's only high school also
found attitudinal and civic benefits from its racial mix.64 As in Wake County, by 2000 two factors conspired
to prompt a major review: an increasing focus on achievement gaps and their underlying causes, and legal
uncertainty prompted by rulings in neighbouring districts.65 The result was the launch of a new controlled-
choice system for 2002/03, with improvements to the recruitment process, new strategies for unpopular
schools, and the replacement of race by socio-economic factors.66

Policy and practice

The socio-economic mix within schools, as proxied by eligibility or ineligibility for subsidised lunches, is an
overriding aim of the system. The goal is that pupils in every grade of every elementary school should be
within ten points of the district-wide percentage of elementary pupils eligible for subsidised lunches.67

Parents use one of seven registration cycles in the year (with a strong incentive to go for the first) to rank
three choices of school, and express any of the other priority factors: 

● particular special educational or language needs
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60. US Census Bureau estimate for 2003.

61. Figures, from Massachusetts Department of Education, are for 2004/05. 

62. The three racial groups were White, African-American and other Black, and other students of color. The initial targets were

for two out of three groups to be within 5 per cent of their district representation. Another significant change to the system, in

1989, strengthened the proximity priority factor through enlargement of school 'walk zones'. 

63. Figures from Fiske (2002). 

64. The Civil Rights Project (2002).

65. Most significantly, in 1998, the First Circuit Court of Appeals barred the use of race in admissions to a Boston school, and

a year later race was dropped from that city's admissions policy. 

66. Cambridge Public Schools (2001).



● presence of a sibling in a school

● preference for proximity (one of the two schools closest to home). 

Parental choice is universal and various steps are taken to ensure it is informed:

● Parents cannot register unless they have visited the Family Resource Centre, and are encouraged to
visit as many schools as possible.

● The district organises a range of opportunities for hearing about each school's programmes and
philosophies (e.g. information sessions and booths at school fairs).

● Pamphlets for each school, and a comprehensive and user-friendly district-wide guide are published.

● Each school has part-time parent liaison, meets with prospective parents and gives tours.

● Pre-schoolers are targeted, for example, parents of Head Start children are canvassed through local day
centres, receive personal letters, and are telephoned if they fail to register.

The choices made through this process are used in combination with the following lottery process:

1. For each elementary school, total kindergarten-level capacity is determined by budgets and class sizes. 

2. A number of pupils are pre-assigned: mainly those already at the school in 'junior kindergarten' or
held back in the kindergarten year, plus some appeals. 

3. The number of available seats in each school for the two categories (subsidised and non-subsidised
lunches) is derived by applying the +/- 10 per cent range to capacity, and subtracting the pre-
assignments from each category. 

4. A computer program provisionally assigns first choices to the two intake pools for each school while
places are available, starting with students with special needs followed by those with sibling and
proximity preferences. 

5. When a prospective intake pool exceeds the number of places but is within the diversity range,
pupils are randomly assigned. 

6. If, however, the intake pool is outside the diversity range, then algorithms based on subsidised lunch
status and the other priority factors are used to weight the pool from which pupils are then assigned. 

7. Second and then third choices are processed to fill any remaining places.

8. Unallocated pupils are assigned to an available place in a nearby school such that it remains within
the diversity range. Parents also have the option of requesting any other such school, and their
children are also automatically placed and given priority on the waiting list for their first three
choices.

9. Pupils entering the school system post-kindergarten or during the school year are assigned to schools
with places available within the diversity range, on a first-come, first-served basis. 

10. Any parent can request that their child be transferred from their assigned school and be placed on up
to three waiting lists. 

11. Parents have a right to appeal to the Hardship Appeals Board, whose recommendations are reviewed
and decided upon by the district's Superintendent. 

The system is subject to detailed annual review, including recruitment strategies and impacts on enrolments
and achievement. 
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67. The original intention was to reduce the range as follows: 2002/03 = +/- 15 per cent, 2003/04 = +/- 10 per cent,

2004/05 and subsequent years = +/- five per cent. But the district has not yet moved to five per cent targets. Other diversity

factors do not directly impact on the assignment process but are monitored closely to make sure that schools are broadly repre-

sentative, and to inform consideration of whether they might be incorporated into the process in the future. These are: race or

ethnicity (using the previous disparity ranges), special educational status, English language learner status, and gender.



Key challenges

In the penultimate year of the racial target system, socio-economic balance was poor. Proportions of low-
income children in individual schools varied from 19 per cent to 79 per cent, with over half concentrated in
five of fifteen schools, and only three would have been in compliance. This is surprising given the strong
association of race and socio-economic status. In that year, just under half of pupils were low-income but
the proportions by race varied greatly: 27 per cent of white, 62 per cent of African-American, 69 per cent of
Hispanic, and 81 per cent of other black pupils.68 The fact that school racial balances were reasonably good
suggests that socio-economic segregation was prevalent within racial groups.

Second, despite efforts by the district, and some annual fluctuation in school popularity, there have been
persistent biases in the exercise of choice. Annual research into registration shows that:69

● white parents with higher educational levels tend to have a clearer idea of what they are looking for
and tend to engage in more detailed research before expressing preferences

● less educated parents tend to rely more on information and advice from the Family Resource Centre

● a few schools are deemed 'desirable' by middle-class families but not necessarily with those with low
incomes, and these schools tend to receive more visits

● poorer and less educated parents are more likely to choose neighbourhood schools that are generally
less popular, effecting a form of voluntary segregation

● there are wide variations in test scores between schools, and those chosen by middle-class parents tend
to be higher performing than those chosen by low-income parents.

Third, the fact that elementary school capacity (760 in 2005/06) exceeds enrolments (704) reduces the
district's ability to influence the intake of less popular schools. In addition, a strong private sector provides
the constant threat of middle-class families responding to mandatory assignments by defecting.

Fourth, based on 2000-03 data, the state judged the district to be 'low performing', but the areas of its
analysis and recommendations did not include admissions policy, thus diverting attention and resources in
other directions.70

Outcomes

Despite these challenges Cambridge has been remarkably successful in combining a choice-based system
with socio-economic balance, as shown by the outcomes for 2005/06 summarised in Table 5.71

The pre-assignment of 271 pupils represents 36 per cent of the overall capacity of 760 school places, and
this group was slightly biased towards subsidised-lunch children. There remained 489 places across the
system to be allocated by the lottery as described earlier. Eighty-three per cent of pupils were assigned to
their first choice school, three per cent to second choice and two per cent to their third, leaving 11 per cent
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68. Low income = eligible for subsidised lunch. See Fiske (2002). 

69. CPSD Kindergarten Registration Surveys, various. 

70. Office of Educational Quality and Accountability (2004).

71. Data from Cambridge Public Schools District (2005).

TTaabbllee  55::  FFiirrsstt  ccyyccllee  ooff  KK--lleevveell  aassssiiggnnmmeennttss  bbyy  ssuubbssiiddiisseedd  lluunncchh  ccaatteeggoorryy  ffoorr  22000055//0066  sscchhooooll  yyeeaarr

SSuubbssiiddiisseedd  NNoonn--ssuubbssiiddiisseedd  TToottaall  ppuuppiillss

Pre-assigned 139 132 271

Assigned first choice 156 205 361

Assigned second choice 2 11 13

Assigned third choice 2 8 10

Mandatory assignment 6 43 49

Final enrolment 305 399 704



mandatory assignments, mainly non-subsidised. In previous years, between six per cent and 12 per cent of
pupils in the lottery had initial mandatory assignments, but around half ended up being transferred to one
of their schools of choice, the rest either staying in their assigned school or withdrawing from the system. 

Assignments for the 12 elementary schools ran as follows.72

● One school was over-chosen by both socio-economic categories, so the lottery ensured balance.

● In four schools, the number of first choices was roughly equal to places available for each socio-
economic category, so balance was achieved with little intervention.

● Three schools were over-chosen by non-subsidised applicants, so nine, 15 and 20 were disappointed,
but under-chosen by subsidised applicants, of whom all but one got places in these schools. Two of
these three schools were balanced, the other nearly so.

● Four schools were under-chosen all round (one had only one non-subsidised first choice) with final
enrolments under capacity. Exacerbated by imbalanced pre-assignments, two of these schools were well
outside the diversity range, two just outside.

In terms of achievement levels over this period, Table 6 shows Cambridge's performance against the state's,
a tough comparator given that Massachusetts is the highest performing state in both fourth and eighth
grade reading and maths and is relatively successful in narrowing achievement gaps.73

Cambridge's overall performance is lower than the state-wide average in both subjects. This is unsurprising
given that low-income pupils account for 49.0 per cent of Cambridge's far more racially diverse school
population, compared with 27.7 per cent for the state as a whole.74 But the table also shows that in
Cambridge the overall rate of improvement is faster, and the socio-economic performance gap is much
narrower and is closing as fast as the rest of the state, except for English in 2005. Table 7 (next page)
examines the socio-economic gap in proficiency by grade. Whereas in Massachusetts as a whole the gap
widens through school, in Cambridge it narrows in maths and in English in the upper reaches of
elementary school.75
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TTaabbllee  66::  CCoommppoossiittee  PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee  IInnddeexx  oonn  ssttaattee  tteessttss  aaccrroossss  ggrraaddeess,,  CCaammbbrriiddggee  aanndd  ((MMaassssaacchhuusseettttss))

22000011//22 22000033//44 22000055 GGaaiinn  22000011//22  ––  0055

EEnngglliisshh  llaanngguuaaggee  aanndd  aarrttss

All pupils 69.4 (80.4) 76.4 (83.7) 76.7 (83.7) 7.3 (3.3)

Low-income pupils 60.7 (64.0) 69.2 (70.2) 67.0 (70.6) 6.3 (6.6)

MMaatthhss

All pupils 55.7 (65.2) 61.8 (70.4) 64.0 (72.4) 8.3 (7.2)

Low-income pupils 43.7 (45.1) 51.2 (53.0) 54.3 (55.6) 10.6 (10.5)

72. Leaving aside the two bilingual programmes, which have slightly different assignment rules.

73. Composite Performance Index is the 'measure of the distribution of student performance relative to attaining proficiency'

used in Massachusetts. It combines results from state tests across all grade levels. 2001/2 and 2003/4 figures each averaged

across two years. Source of figures for the state and district is Annual Yearly Progress data from the Massachusetts

Department of Education. Massachusetts performance in relation to other states is from NAEP figures in: Perie et al (2005b),

Perie et al (2005c). 

74. Massachusetts figure from the Massachusetts Department of Education. It is possible that numbers of graduate students

with children eligible for subsidised lunches contribute to the relatively narrow socio-economic achievement gap in Cambridge.

75. Cambridge figures from 2004-05 District Report Card, CPSD. 

Massachusetts figures from 2004-05 Massachusetts State Report Card, from Massachusetts Department of Education. 



Conclusions

Controlled choice in Cambridge has been successful in simultaneously achieving good socio-economic
balances in most schools and honouring the great majority of first preferences. The district has managed to
keep seven of twelve schools within the socio-economic caps, three just outside, and two well outside. In
relative terms this can be described as a qualified success. The fundamental difficulty with the system is the
primacy of choice in a system in which overall capacity exceeds the number of pupils.

While differential patterns in the exercise of choice remain, the district has worked hard to improve the
quality of the parental decision-making process and to tackle the problem of non-choosers discussed earlier.
It has also used preferences and annual research into registrations – including open-ended interviews with
parents – as a guide for strategy and policy, and to help principals with recruitment plans. The impact of
the new admissions system on achievement is as yet unclear, but the district is continuing to increase
overall levels while at least holding its relatively narrow socio-economic gap steady. 

Case Study 3: San Francisco Unified School District, California

Policy background

San Francisco's Unified School District (SFUSD) has 119 schools across 47 square miles, serving an enrolment of
57,000 that has declined by nearly 40 per cent since the late 1960s.76 Only 14.5 per cent of three-quarters of a
million residents are under 18 years old, the lowest of any US city, and 25 per cent of children are in private
schools, compared with 11 per cent nationwide.77 The city also has one of the highest proportions of foreign-
born population, and 29 per cent of pupils have limited English proficiency.78 Large and growing proportions
of pupils are Chinese (32 per cent) and Hispanic (22 per cent); a declining proportion are black (14 per cent)
and white (nine per cent); other groups are fairly stable with six per cent Filipino and nine per cent 'other non-
white'. Poverty rates are variable, and 53 per cent of pupils are currently on subsidised lunches.79

San Francisco has persistently high levels of racial segregation in neighbourhoods and schools (Frey and
Myers, 2005). In the early 1980s, a desegregation lawsuit resulted in the 1983 Consent Decree, which ruled
that schools should have pupils from at least four of nine defined racial groups, and no more than 45 per cent
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76. Overall population figure is US Census Bureau estimate for 2003. Current school population figure is from San Francisco

Unified School District. Historical figures are from Flinspach et al (2003).

77. US Census figures are for 2000. Private school figures are from Lapkoff and Gobalet Demographic Research (2002). 

78. Foreign-born population figures from White and Bueker (2002).

79. English proficiency figure from San Francisco Unified School District (2004) 2003-2004 District Accountability Report Card

SFUSD. Socio-economic and race figures are from SFUSD website http://portal.sfusd.edu

TTaabbllee  77::  AAcchhiieevveemmeenntt  ooff  pprrooffiicciieennccyy  oorr  aabboovvee  iinn  22000044  ssttaattee  tteesstt  

PPeerrcceennttaaggee  ppooiinntt  ggaapp  bbeettwweeeenn  llooww--iinnccoommee  aanndd  aaggggrreeggaattee

CCaammbbrriiddggee                              MMaassssaacchhuusseettttss

EEnngglliisshh  llaanngguuaaggee  aanndd  aarrttss Grade 3 (reading) 14 23

Grade 4 15 25

Grade 7 9 25

Grade 10 (high school) 15 28

MMaatthhss Grade 4 18 21

Grade 6 16 22

Grade 8 14 23

Grade 10 (high school) 13 25



from any one.80 However, a 1994 lawsuit Ho v. SFUSD, triggered by fierce competition for places in elite
schools, claimed that this constituted racial discrimination, and the next settlement prohibited use of race or
ethnicity in pupil assignment from 1999-2000.81 During a two-year period without intake balancing, a
comprehensive plan was drawn up aimed at accommodating the two lawsuits (SFUSD, 2001). 

A new system of desegregating schools using socio-economic factors was introduced in 2001/02. This failed
to prevent racial resegregation of schools and in November 2005 the US District Court ceased the Consent
Decree from the end of the year.82 Whether, without federal court supervision, San Francisco will continue
with the current system or attempt to balance school intakes at all, remains to be seen. However, the
approach holds much interest, as does the complementary Weighted Student Formula (see below). 

Policy and practice

Every pupil has a profile made up of five or six equally weighted binary variables:

● socio-economic status83

● academic achievement84

● whether mother had any post-high school education

● whether pupil is English proficient

● whether English is primary language spoken in pupil's home85

● prior school's academic performance (not for kindergarten level).86

This gives 32 or 64 combinations. The diversity index is the probability that two pupils selected from a
group will differ on one of these characteristics. The composite diversity index (CDI) is the probability that
they will differ on the combination.87

At each transition, pupils rank up to seven schools, and a computerised process runs as follows:88

1. Pupils are pre-assigned if they have a sibling at the school, or if they qualify for priority placement,
for example for special education or bilingual programmes. For each school, the base CDI for the pre-
assigned group is calculated. 

2. For each school, pupils who list it as one of their choices and live in the attendance area are
provisionally assigned, one by one, according to greatest contribution to diversity (whose profile
most increases the base CDI).89 Each time, the CDI is recalculated. Ties between applicant profiles are
settled by who ranked the school higher, and then by random selection. This continues until either all
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80. NB: 40 per cent for alternative schools. See United States District Court for the Northern District of California (1983) San

Francisco et al, Plaintiffs, v. San Francisco Unified School District et al, Defendants. Civ. No. C-78-1445 WHO. 576 F.Supp. 34.

The Consent Decree also called for two new 'schools of excellence' and targeted four struggling and segregated schools for

funded improvement or 'reconstitution', extended less successfully to a further 19 schools during the next decade. See report of

Committee of Experts chaired by Professor Gary Orfield: Desegregation and Educational Change in San Francisco: Findings

and Recommendations on Consent Decree Implementation (July 1992).

81. United States District Court for the Northern District of California (1999) San Francisco et al, Plaintiffs, v. San Francisco

Unified School District et al, Defendants. No. C-78-1445 WHO, No. C-94-2418, U.S. Dist. LEXIS 12128.

82. United States District Court for the Northern District of California (2005) San Francisco et al, Plaintiffs, v. San Francisco

Unified School District et al, Defendants. Order Denying Proposed Extension of Consent Decree. No. C-78-1445 WHO, No. C-

94-2418, U.S. Dist. LEXIS 12128.

83. Does family participate in at least one of following: subsidised lunch, CalWorks (welfare program that gives cash aid and

services to eligible needy California families) or public housing.

84. For kindergarten, did the child attend preschool? For grades 1-12, did the student score at the 30th percentile or above on

a standardised test?

85. Determined by answers to language survey questions on the application form.

86. Is the California Academic Performance Index ranking of the sending school (the school the student last attended or the

student's neighborhood school if s/he has not attended school) four or above? NB: This factor is excluded for kindergarten.

87. Diversity index = 1-(x2+ y2) where x and y are the proportions of pupils with or without the characteristic. CDI = average of

the characteristic diversity indices.

88. Parents are strongly encouraged to use all seven choices.

89. This pool of pupils includes those whose attendance area based on home address is a 'satellite zone' and who pick that

school as their highest choice. Satellite zones are priority neigbourhoods outside the immediate attendance zone. 



places are filled, or there are no more applicants whose profile will increase the CDI. 

3. For schools where places remain, there is a second 'run' for pupils outside the attendance area who list it.
The same process goes on until there are no more places available. Where a school is under-subscribed,
all applicants are provisionally admitted, places remain, and the diversity index has no effect.

4. At this stage many pupils have been provisionally admitted to more than one school, and a
reconciliation process assigns them to the one they ranked highest.

5. Pupils not assigned to any of their chosen schools are manually assigned to another school that has
places, based on proximity and transportation, but not diversity. 

In parallel, the district operates a Weighted Student Formula (WSF) in which an element of funding is allocated
directly and transparently to schools on a per-pupil basis, according to specific needs. Both the delegation of
large proportions of funding to schools and the weighting are relatively unusual features in the US, where
teachers are generally allocated directly to schools according to pupil numbers and ratios, and schools have
discretion over only a tiny proportion of their budgets. In San Francisco, delegation is only partial, giving
schools control over 60 per cent of unrestricted district funds. Two portions of these funds are not pupil-related:
a 'foundation' allocation to protect small schools, equivalent to salary and benefits of a principal and a clerk, and
'floor plan funding', to guarantee basic staffing levels. A third portion is pupil-related. A base funding factor
(currently $2,561) is differentiated and weighted for each enrolled pupil by four sets of factors:90

● grade level

● special educational needs

● English language proficiency

● socio-economic status.

Combinations of these attributes can increase a pupil's allocation by between nought and 50 per cent,
although this is not as high in some of the other districts with WSF systems.91 The committee that
established the parameters for characteristics and weights is responsible for monitoring and improving the
progress of the system (Ackerman, 2004).

Key challenges 

A number of design aspects of the admissions process, and the way that families have used it in a context
of residential segregation, have impeded its ability to improve socio-economic integration and achievement
equity.92

The attendance area element is a significant barrier. Higher performing schools are clustered in relatively
affluent areas. Meanwhile, the south east of the city has high concentrations of poor, black and Hispanic
pupils, and faces neighbourhood attrition and declining school enrolments. The small numbers of mid-to-
high performing schools in these areas are heavily over-subscribed. 

Second, transportation logistics have not risen to the occasion. Restricted, outdated and rigid bus routes
and schedules have led administrators to 'generally characterize existing bus routes as limitations on
student enrolment access, not as tools that can be utilised to allow students from different parts of the city
to attend their schools' (Biegel, 2003). 

Third, there is a strong tendency for choice, particularly first choice, within neighbourhoods. It is possible
that part of this is caused by the system, like many others, incentivising families to rank neighbourhood
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90. Special education teachers and assistants are not site-based budget responsibilities but are budgeted and allocated cen-

trally. The pupil-related funds only cover costs for teaching materials and professional development. 

91. Others can be found in Seattle, Houston, Sacramento, San Diego, Cincinnati, Pittsburgh and Washington DC. Districts differ

in terms of extent of delegation of funding and whether they charge for actual or average teacher salaries; choice of factors

(others include gifted and talented pupils, specialist provision such as vocational, pupils in a 'high-mobility' school); the weight-

ing of factors; and whether pupil number figures are affected by attendance rates. For an examination of systems in Houston,

Seattle and Edmonton (Canada) see Ouchi (2003). Also see  Goertz and Odden (1999), National Association of State Boards

of Education (2003), Archer (2004), EdSource (2004).

92. This analysis draws on the various reports, supplements and appendices (in particular Reports 20-22 for 2003, 2004 and

2005) of the Consent Decree Monitoring Team, submitted to the United States District Court for the Northern District of

California. For choice figures, see SFUSD (2005a).



schools first since they have a better chance of securing a place there and would lose priority if they did not
rank it first.93 It has also been observed that non-local students in high performing schools in affluent areas
tend to be previously local, to now live in similar neighbourhoods, or to not remain at the school for long.

Fourth, the diversity index element only assigns to requested schools. The system is such that after the
reconciliation process and manual assignments, applicants are eventually accommodated by their preferred
school, if there is capacity. Many schools are under-subscribed, some ending up under capacity, and for
these the diversity index has little or no impact. 

Outcomes

Judicial oversight of the assignment system is ceasing, partly because of the continued racial resegregation of
schools. In 2004/05, between 43 and 45 schools were 'severely resegregated' with more than 60 per cent of any
one race at one or more grade level, compared with 30 in 2001/02 (Biegel, 2005). The court has not been
concerned with socio-economic composition, but the picture here is much better, particularly for middle and
high schools. Table 8 shows few that might be described as segregated (more than 20 percentage points from
the district average) and that many are in balance.94 While there is a long way to go, there was significant
socio-economic desegregation at all levels in the first three years. Given that it only affects pupils in transition,
it is fair to say that the diversity index has had a clear impact in balancing school intakes. 

Meanwhile the system satisfies parental choice reasonably well. Schools vary hugely in popularity: a few
have more than 20 requests per non-sibling place, as many as eight of which are first choices; while others
have fewer requests than places available. But Table 9 shows that the great majority of pupils get their first
choice (SFUSD, 2005b). 
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TTaabbllee  88::  SSaann  FFrraanncciissccoo  ddiissttrriicctt  aanndd  sscchhooooll  eennrroollmmeennttss,,  22000044//0055  ((aanndd  22000011//0022))

DDiissttrriicc--wwiiddee  ppuuppiillss    NNoo  ooff  sscchhoooollss  NNoo  ooff  sscchhoooollss  wwiitthh NNoo  ooff  sscchhoooollss  wwiitthh
eelliiggiibbllee  ffoorr iinn  tthhee  ddiissttrriicctt ssuubbssiiddiisseedd  ppuuppiillss  ssuubbssiiddiisseedd  ppuuppiillss  
ssuubbssiiddiisseedd  lluunncchh  %% wwiitthhiinn  1100  %%  ppooiinnttss wwiitthhiinn  2200  %%  ppooiinnttss  ooff  

ooff  ddiissttrriicctt  aavveerraaggee ddiissttrriicctt  aavveerraaggee

Elementary 64.3 (68.6) 68 (71) 22 (19) 49 (32)

K-8 39.4 (36.8) 10 (7) 3 (2) 5 (4)

Middle 58.3 (56.3) 18 (17) 11 (7) 16 (13)

High 40.5 (35.3) 22 (21) 13 (7) 19 (14)

Total 53.4 (54.4) 118 (116) 49 (35) 89 (63)

93. This problem is outlined in detail in: Ergin and Sönmez (2005), Chen and Sönmez (2004). A possible solution is an 

‘applicant-proposing deferred-acceptance system’ such as recently introduced for high schools in New York City, where there

are additional strategic gaming issues relating to school selection of applicants. See Abdulkadiroglu et al (2005). 

94. The figures in this table are compiled from raw data supplied by SFUSD. The 2001/02 figure for K-8 includes a K-12

school.

TTaabbllee  99::  OOuuttccoommee  ooff  rroouunndd  11  ooff  ssttuuddeenntt  aassssiiggnnmmeenntt  pprroocceessss  ffoorr  22000055//0066  sscchhooooll  yyeeaarr

No. of applicants Got their first Got another Did not get one
choice (%) of their choices (%) of their choices (%)

Elementary (K) 4,018 65 19 16

Middle (sixth grade) 3,501 76 14 10

High (ninth grade) 4,606 63 22 15

Non-transitional 1,748 32 14 54

All K-12 13,873 63 18 19



In terms of educational outcomes, San Francisco has done very well in the past few years. Test scores have
improved steadily and have made it the top performing urban district in California two years running.95

Table 10 and more detailed data show that:

● gains have been across races, socio-economic groups and subjects

● gains for the socio-economically disadvantaged are greater than average, thus narrowing the
achievement gap

● at high school level, in the last year alone low-income tenth grade pupils improved 4.5 percentage
points for English language and arts (ELA), and 2.1 points for maths

● the socio-economic achievement gap is much narrower than California as a whole

● black gains have lagged behind the district average gains

● black pupils perform worse than in any other Californian urban district. 
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TTaabbllee  1100::  AAccaaddeemmiicc  PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee  IInnddeexx  aanndd  pprrooffiicciieennccyy  oonn  ssttaattee  tteessttss  aaccrroossss  ggrraaddeess  22000022--22000055

SSaann  FFrraanncciissccoo                SSaann  FFrraanncciissccoo  22000055                    CCaalliiffoorrnniiaa  22000055
22000022                              ((aanndd  tthhrreeee--yyeeaarr  ggaaiinn))

AAccaaddeemmiicc  PPeerrffoorrmmaannccee  IInnddeexx

All pupils 683 746 (63) 709

Low-income 638 706 (68) N/A

White 766 833 (67) N/A

Black 527 576 (49) N/A

Hispanic 564 636 (72) N/A

Asian 769 832 (63) N/A

EEnngglliisshh  llaanngguuaaggee  aanndd  aarrttss  ((EELLAA))::  ppeerr  cceenntt  aatt  oorr  aabboovvee  pprrooffiicciieenntt

All pupils 33.0 46.3 (13.3) 41.9

Low-income 23.7 37.6 (13.9) 26.6

White 52.3 68.2 (15.9) 60.8

Black 11.9 20.7 (8.8) 28.8

Hispanic 14.9 26.5 (11.6) 26.8

Asian 44.9 60.8 (15.9) 64.5

MMaatthhss::  ppeerr  cceenntt  aatt  oorr  aabboovvee  pprrooffiicciieenntt

All pupils 37.3 53.0 (15.7) 44.9

Low-income 31.0 47.2 (16.2) 32.9

White 46.9 65.9 (19.0) 59.5

Black 9.7 20.1 (10.4) 27.4

Hispanic 15.2 29.7 (14.5) 32.6

Asian 58.5 75.0 (16.5) 73.5

95. As measured by its Academic Performance Index (API): a score ranging from 200 to 1000 that  annually measures the

academic performance and progress of individual schools in California. All figures are from state and district state and district

API, Adequate Yearly Progress, and Accountability and Progress Reports



Conclusions 

San Francisco has been relatively successful in raising standards and narrowing the socio-economic
achievement gap, but its black pupils are improving at a much slower rate than average. Cross-tabulations
by socio-economic status and race are unfortunately not available, but it might be construed that part of the
rapid improvement of low-income pupils in San Francisco has come from the large, high-achieving but
relatively poor Chinese community. 

The current admissions policy is aimed at effecting racial desegregation without the use of explicit racial
quotas. The convolutions associated with this were always going to inhibit clarity and popularity. But in the
context of segregated neighbourhoods, the weakness of the intake-balancing element in comparison with
the choice and proximity elements of the system, and possibly the specific composition of the diversity
index, have made it ineffective in racial desegregation. Indeed its days are, literally, numbered. 

However the system has, almost unobserved, enabled quite substantial socio-economic desegregation,
while satisfying parental choice for a large urban system. There are elements of the system that, if adjusted
and effectively applied, might be used successfully in other contexts. In particular, a diversity index, with
the right components and given more weight, is potentially a flexible and powerful tool for balancing
intakes. Meanwhile, although it is early days and the differential incentives are relatively small, anecdotal
evidence suggests that the WSF is starting to encourage schools to make more effort to recruit
disadvantaged pupils.
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D. Conclusions
US research confirms that the distribution of pupils across schools matters: for individual pupils, for
schools, and for wider areas and systems. The independent influence of the socio-economic composition of
a school on educational outcomes compounds the effects of its pupils' individual backgrounds. And
balanced intakes improve achievement for disadvantaged pupils without harming advantaged pupils. In
this context, the role for admissions policy in tackling persistent achievement gaps is unenviable but
critical. 

The traditional and obvious admissions tool – the attendance area – tends to concentrate advantage and
disadvantage in schools, reflecting segregated residential patterns in the neighbourhoods around them. The
initial policy motivation for bypassing attendance areas was momentous: to ensure racial balance in
schools, many of which had been totally segregated, whether by law or in practice. Desegregation was
slow, patchy and often confrontational, and is now in abeyance. However, examples of its implementation,
successful or otherwise, provide an important research base for any admissions policy concerned with
equality of opportunity. More recent lessons come from direct use of socio-economic and achievement
factors in pupil assignment. 

The second challenge to the proximity principle was school choice: first, to encourage voluntary
desegregation, but later as an admissions principle for its own sake. Choice and differentiation policies
have had neutral or stratifying effects on the socio-economic composition of schools, depending on:

● how unfettered or regulated choice is

● which families exercise it, and how it is informed

● the ways in which transportation arrangements and funding extend it

● the role of schools themselves in admissions, for example in recruitment, or in procedures if they are
oversubscribed.

As in Britain, shifting policy agendas and variations in local application have resulted in a complex
patchwork of admission practice. But in both countries it might be argued that successful and sustainable
admissions policies need to combine all three principles: proximity, school choice and balancing intakes
through intervention in assignment. We have seen three examples of districts that are in effect doing this,
with some success. They are summarised in Table 11.

In these districts, schools have relatively good or improving socio-economic balances. But as mentioned
earlier, absence in the US of longitudinal or cross-district studies of admissions policies prevents objective
quantitative assessment of their impact on school intakes, let alone on educational outcomes. In all three
districts, socio-economic achievement gaps have narrowed substantially, but in each case a range of other
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TTaabbllee  1111::  UUssee  ooff  kkeeyy  aaddmmiissssiioonn  ppoolliiccyy  ddrriivveerrss  iinn  tthhee  tthhrreeee  ccaassee  ssttuuddiieess

11..  NNeeiigghhbboouurrhhoooodd WWaakkee  CCoouunnttyy CCaammbbrriiddggee SSaann  FFrraanncciissccoo

Geographical nodes Proximity a key factor for First run of assignment 
determine school adjudication of over- process is for applicants 
attendance zones subscribed schools and within school attendance 

for mandatory assignments zones

22..  IInnttaakkee  bbaallaanncciinngg  Node assignment to meet Assignment process aims Diversity index based on 
school diversity targets to keep schools within 10 socio-economic and 
(socio-economic and per cent of district average achievement factors, 
achievement) socio-economic mix assigning pupils when 

schools are over-subscribed

33..  PPuuppiill//ppaarreennttaall  Magnet and year-round Rank three schools. Rank up to seven 
cchhooiiccee school application, in Assignment process schools. These preferences

advance of general starts with first and are honoured for under-
assignment process then second choices subscribed schools, and 

in reconciliation process



policies is geared to raise standards for disadvantaged pupils and under-performing schools. 

None of the case studies, or indeed any other school districts, have developed systems that would be
appropriate for importing wholesale into the UK. But there are important lessons and elements from each –
supported by the wider policy and research analysis – which could contribute to a pick-and-mix approach.
The paper ends by listing these.

1. While all three districts introduced new systems in the past four years, in each case good or
improved socio-economic mixes are, to an extent, building on longer periods of intake balancing.
Successful admissions policy takes time to bed down.

2. The role of a local or intermediary body in conducting the admissions process is essential.
Autonomous schools do not have enough incentive to balance intakes or to serve wider ends, and in
order for them to do so they need some form of regulation.

3. An inclusive approach to the development of admissions policy pays dividends. Wake County, for
example, benefited from building an alliance incorporating the business community, gaining support
of the local press, and using public consultation and involvement in assignment plan development. 

4. The strength of demographic factors in the three districts reflects the general analysis earlier. All
three contend with issues relating to residential segregation which neither busing nor choice have
managed to overcome. For some areas of the US, the best that can be hoped for is to hold off
segregation rather than reverse it. 

5. In Wake County, the continual rapid growth of the school population has provided greater scope for
intervention in assignment, through adjudicating for over-subscribed schools and opening new ones.
In Cambridge and San Francisco, with declining school populations, enrolments fall well below
system-wide capacity, and so less popular schools are under-subscribed. And in both cities,
significant private sectors have eroded the critical mass of middle-class children that research shows
makes such a difference.

6. The efficacy of admissions policy can be inhibited if it is not joined up with other education policies
and with public policy areas such as housing. It also has implications itself for areas inside and
outside education, ranging from pupil ability grouping to transport and the environment.

7. Detailed design and implementation issues have substantial effects on actual intakes. The most
significant is the relative strength of the pupil assignment element vis-à-vis the choice element. For
example, in Cambridge and San Francisco, honouring first choices where places are available has
made it impossible to achieve balanced intakes in some schools. Meanwhile, in Wake County it has
become increasingly difficult for assignment plans to keep all schools in compliance with diversity
ceilings. This is partly because the absence of diversity 'floors' in the growing number of suburban
schools has limited the middle-class children available for schools in less affluent areas, assuming
such assignments would be politically acceptable. This problem has been accentuated by the growth
of 'year-round' choice schools, mainly in the suburbs. 

8. For intake balancing, the use of a diversity index, providing a more sophisticated measure of
disadvantage should be strongly considered. However, detailed modelling with component variants
should be undertaken in advance.

9. Well-resourced and distinctive magnet-type schools, strategically located in low-income areas, can
achieve good socio-economic balance by attracting children from affluent suburban families, as
exemplified in Wake County.

10. Choice needs to be universal, real and well-informed. In practice this means it should be compulsory,
supported by the sort of advisory system instigated in Cambridge, and enhanced by a carefully
designed and evolving transportation service that aims to equalise opportunities for children who
cannot be taken to school by their parents. 

11. Multiple ranking is essential. But attention needs to be paid to the fact that in some areas stated
choices are often tactical, and may not accurately reflect real preferences. This problem might be
addressed through detailed mechanism design.96
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96. See note 93.



12. The demand-side needs to be more than a one-off exercise of choice. Authorities and schools should
supplement the data from preferences with qualitative surveys, and use these to inform strategic
planning for the school system for future choosers.

13. The use of a Weighted Student Formula – such as implemented in San Francisco, but probably with
stronger weightings – should be considered, to complement the admissions system and incentivise
and support improved intake mixes in the longer run.
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