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Public School Districts and Mandatory Intra-
District School Choice 

 
Prepared for Arlington Public Schools 

 
In this report, Hanover Research discusses school choice policies, and specifically 
mandatory intra-district school choice policies, from districts across the United 
States. We describe the experiences of other districts that have enacted a policy of 
mandatory school choice and essentially eliminated “neighborhood schools” in their 
district in order to inform a discussion of the impacts of these policies on students, 
schools, and the community. 
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Introduction 

The issue of “school choice” for public school students and their families is 
contentious and evokes passionate arguments both for and against the notion that 
parents have the fundamental right to decide where their child attends school. Adding 
to this is the fact that, in 2001, Congress reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act of 1965 by passing the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act. This act 
allows families that reside in neighborhoods with failing schools to send their 
children to non-failing schools outside their neighborhood.1 Schools are considered 
to be “failing” if they do not reach full proficiency as determined by their “Adequate 
Yearly Progress (AYP)” score for two consecutive years.2 
 
This legislation has sparked policy debates and studies regarding the efficacy of 
school choice and the various methods in which school districts provide school 
choice for their students. One prominent aspect of school choice debates and studies 
is the fact that school districts usually institute an official school choice policy 
because schools within their district do not meet the AYP targets mandated by the 
NCLB.  
 
However, instituting a “mandatory school choice” policy is typically not the form of 
school choice public school districts adopt. Under this school choice policy, students 
are no longer automatically assigned to their neighborhood school. Instead, the 
district requires each family to select at least one school that it would like their child 
to attend. The district then assigns students to schools accordingly.3 In this report, we 
review the relevant literature and provide examples of school districts that have 
undertaken some sort of a school choice policy in order to discern the impacts of 
school choice on the school, students, and the community.   
 
The remainder of this report is broken down into four sections: 
 

 Key Findings 

 School Choice Background and Recommendations 

 Intra-District School Choice 

 Case Study – Cambridge, Massachusetts 

 
 
 

                                                        
1 “Hastings, J and J. Weinstein. 2008. “Information, School Choice, and Academic Achievement: Evidence From 
Two Experiments.” The Quarterly Journal of Economics.  pp. 1373. 
http://faculty.maxwell.syr.edu/jmwein04/Weinstein_InformationChoicesAchievement.pdf 
2 Greene, J., et al. 2010. “Expanding Choice in Elementary and Secondary Education: A Report on Rethinking the 
Federal Role in Education.” Brown Center on Education Policy at Brookings. pp. 9. 
3 Greene, J., et al. Op. cit, 23. 
http://www.brookings.edu/~/media/Files/rc/reports/2010/0202_school_choice/0202_school_choice.pdf 
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Key Findings 

 
A survey of public school districts that have mandatory school choice policies in the 
United States reveals that Arlington Public Schools would be one of relatively few 
districts to institute this school choice policy.4  Those districts that have instituted this 
policy have had varying degrees of success in student outcomes, racial and 
socioeconomic diversity, and addressing issues that arise regarding the transportation 
of students. 
 
Thus it is vitally important to emphasize that a policy of mandatory public school 
choice does not guarantee district-wide school improvement. Too many other 
factors, such as the quality of the school administration and teachers, funding and 
resources, family influences, and academic curriculum affect student success. Despite 
the success of using algorithms in student assignments in New York City and Boston, 
New York still fails to graduate almost half of its students, and student test scores in 
Boston lag behind districts in the rest of the state.5,6 
 
In addition, although the Cambridge Public Schools controlled choice policy was 
considered “revolutionary” when it first debuted, the city is currently discussing 
reforms with the goal of closing the achievement gap between white and minority 
students. One potential reform involves moving away from the kindergarten through 
eighth grade model and creating dedicated middle schools.7 
 
Nevertheless, aspects of mandatory school choice policies already in existence 
provide Arlington Public Schools with examples to replicate, such as the student 
assignment algorithms and the idea of promoting racial and economic 
diversity in public schools through student assignments. Most importantly, if 
Arlington Public Schools implements a mandatory school choice policy in its district, 
it must maintain active communication with the parents and community 
stakeholders throughout the planning process, clearly define its rationale for creating 
such a policy before eliminating neighborhood school district lines, and create a 
resource to assist families in selecting schools for their children. 
 
Additionally, our review of the literature on school choice and its impact on student 
outcomes, transportation, community support, diversity and other variables 
revealed the following key findings: 
 

                                                        
4 Ryan, J. and Heise M. 2002. “The Political Economy of Choice. “ The Yale Law Journal. Vol. 111. pp. 2065. 
http://www.yalelawjournal.org/pdf/111-8/RyanFINAL.pdf 
5 C. Aldeman and T. Toch. Op. cit., 7. 
6 Schwartz, J. Op. cit. http://www.bostonmagazine.com/articles/minding_the_gap/page4 
7 Schwartz, J. “Minding the Gap. April 21, 2010. Boston Magazine.  
http://www.bostonmagazine.com/articles/minding_the_gap/page2 
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 There are six primary methods of school choice: residential, intra-
district/magnet schools, inter-district, charter schools, school vouchers, and 
virtual education.8 
 

 Four key factors that public school districts must consider before 
instituting a policy of mandatory intra-district public school choice are: 

o What is the overall goal of the school system in instituting mandatory 
public school choice?9 

o What preferences will it take into account when assigning student 
placements?10 

o How does the district plan on allocating funds to its schools? 

o Will the district be providing transportation to students who must 
travel far from their home to attend school? 

 

 Research suggests that the best method of school choice is one in which 
there is no default choice for parents.11 Another best practice 
recommendation that emerged throughout our research was that easily 
accessible and clear communications with parents, guardians, and community 
stakeholders about school choice options is vital to the success of the 
program.  
 

 Research on student outcomes from districts with school choice policies 
offers conflicting evidence regarding its effect on student performance: 
Studies of Pinellas County Schools in Florida and Charlotte-Mecklenburg 
Schools in North Carolina come to different conclusions regarding the impact 
of school choice on student academic achievement.  Additionally, some 
districts that have implemented school choice programs have found that 
student achievement may become more stratified under school policy policies. 
 

 Mandatory school choice‟s impact on budget tends to be felt more heavily in 
regards to the transportation budget.  For example, Boston Public Schools 
found transportation to be a huge expenditure under its school choice policy – 
amounting to eight percent of its annual budget – compared to a national 
average of two to five percent.  However, as seen in the example of 
Cambridge Public Schools, smaller districts may have less of a problem with 
transportation expenses under mandatory school choice. 
 

                                                        
8 Greene, J. Op. cit, 9. 
9 Aldeman, C. 2009. “Chad Aldeman Discusses Mandatory School Choice in New York and Boston.” The Quick and 
the Ed. Podcast audio program. Washington, DC: Education Sector, September 4. 
http://www.quickanded.com/category/podcasts (accessed September 29, 2010). 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid, 20. 
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 Funding decisions under school choice program may also become more 
complicated, as it is more difficult to project enrollment, and thus harder to 
anticipate schools‟ capacity and per-pupil funding needs.  A weighted student 
formula, based on student enrollment and each student‟s individual 
characteristics, is recommended as an alternative funding allocation system. 
 

 The effects of mandatory school choice programs on diversity are mixed and 
controversial.  One key finding that did emerge from the literature is that it is 
important to provide low-income and minority parents or guardians with 
information and support regarding the school choice program in order to 
ensure that everyone has fair and equal use of the program. 
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Advocates of school 
choice argue that all public 

schools should be to 
subject to competition. 

Opponents of school choice argue 
that school choice leads to ethnic and 
socioeconomic stratification, allows 
tax money to go to religious schools, 

and counteracts the benefits of 
centralized/standardized curriculum, 

training, and leadership. 

School Choice Background and Recommendations 

 
Arguments For and Against School Choice 
 

In its February 2010 report titled “Expanding 
Choice in Elementary and Secondary Education: 
A Report on Rethinking the Federal Role in 
Education,” the Brookings Institution discusses 
arguments for and against school choice and 
identifies the different types of school choice 
systems districts are most likely to enact to comply 

with the NCLB. Proponents for school choice emphasize that public schools 
should be subject to competition for students, arguing that this competition will 
lead to greater efficiencies and better public schools.12 The National Center on 
School Choice at the University of Vanderbilt expands on this idea, stressing that 
school choice provides public schools with the necessary autonomy and 
accountability to innovate and improve.13  
 
Supporters of school choice also argue that all children should have access to a 
high-quality education regardless of where they live, meaning that students who 
live in a low-income area should not be required to attend their insufficient 
neighborhood school just because it is the school located closest to their homes.14 
 
Opponents of school choice argue that school choice leads to stratification in public 
schools by ethnicity and socioeconomic status, allows taxpayer funds to go to 
religious schools, and counteracts 
advantages in the standardization of 
curriculum, teacher training, and 
management that arise from 
centralized leadership in a school 
district.15 These advocates of 
traditional public school systems 
believe that if substantial funds were 
reallocated to public schools than 
these schools would eventually 
improve while continuing to promote 
diversity.16  
 

                                                        
12 Greene, J., et al. Op. cit, 1. 
13 “FAQs.” National Center on School Choice. http://www.vanderbilt.edu/schoolchoice/faq.html 
14 Greene, J., et al. Op. cit, 6. 
15 Ibid, 1. 
16 “FAQs.” Op. cit. 
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In addition, these opponents of school choice believe that competition between 
schools will not result in under-performing schools closing, as advocates for 
school believe. Instead, they believe that the best and wealthiest students will end up 
at the highest-performing schools, and the worst and poorer students will end up at 
lower-quality schools. This disparity is similar to the current stratification that 
currently exists in many U.S. public school districts.17 
 
Models of School Choice  
 
The literature suggests that there are six primary forms of school choice. Descriptions 
of these systems are as follows: 
 

 Residential choice: Described as a “crude” form of school choice, this is the 
classic school choice form in which students attend the schools closest to their 
homes. There is significant evidence that residentially-based school choice 
stratifies public schools along socioeconomic and racial lines.18 
 

 Intra-district choice and magnet schools: Students attend schools located 
throughout the school district in which their family resides. This form is the 
most generally accepted type of school choice, as Congress specifically 
mentioned this method when it passed the NCLB. Magnet schools within 
districts can serve as vehicles to more racially-balanced schools.19 
 

 Inter-district choice: Students have the option to attend schools outside of 
the district in which their family resides. Many states have used this type of 
voluntary school choice to stimulate racial integration between urban and 
suburban school districts.20  
 

 Charter Schools: These schools are publicly funded and are not subject to the 
rules and regulations set forth by the school board.21 Research of charter 
schools‟ effectiveness in terms of student outcomes has proved inconclusive, 
as there is great deal of variety among their missions. Charter schools have 
most likely not been as successful as proponents believe or as damaging to 
traditional public schools as opponents believe.22 
 

 School vouchers: In the United States, this form of school choice has 
involved government payments to disadvantaged students and their families to 
allow them to pay at least part of private school tuition. Milwaukee‟s school 

                                                        
17 Greene, J., et al. Op. cit, 7. 
18 Ibid, 7-8. 
19 Ibid, 8-9. 
20 Ibid, 10-11. 
21 “FAQs.” Op. cit. 
22 Greene, J., et al. Op. cit, 11-13. 
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voucher program has had remarkable success. However, evidence from Chile, 
which implemented a voucher program to allow students to attend private 
schools, indicates that voucher programs must be accompanied by supports 
for and communications with parents in order for students from multiple 
socioeconomic backgrounds to take advantage of the program.23 
 

 Virtual Education: This is the newest form of school choice, and educators 
in the United States are intrigued by its possibilities. Quality research on 
existing virtual education programs does not yet exist, but as these programs 
develop and gain more credibility they could offer substantial cost-savings to 
public school districts.24 

 
Recommendations for Expanding School Choice 
 
The most common school choice systems are residential systems, magnet 
schools, and a specific type of intra-district school choice – open enrollment – 
which is when a family can send their children to any school in the city. Meanwhile, 
school voucher systems are less common. Empirical evidence has also found that 
voucher programs and charter schools have no more of an effect on student 
achievement than traditional public schools. 
 
Taking these realities into account, the Brookings Institution offers the following 
policy recommendations to support the expansion of school choice:25 
 
 Choice be exercised through systems in which parents have more options 

than at present (with the expansion of virtual education programs being a 
promising means to that end); 
 

 Admission into particular schools within choice systems be open; 
 

 Selection into oversubscribed schools and programs be determined by lottery 
(which could be conducted using weights to enhance socioeconomic or 
geographic balance when that is a desired goal);  
 

 Choice systems not include a default (all parents would have to choose); 
 

 All schools supported with public funds within choice systems be subject to 
the same standards and assessment regimen under which traditional public 
schools within a state are required to operate in order to provide 
transparency for choice; 
 

                                                        
23 Ibid, 13-15. 
24 Ibid, 15-18. 
25 Ibid, 2-3. 
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 The popularity of schools as revealed through parental preferences be 
reflected in funding formulas so that more popular schools garner additional 
resources to meet enrollment demand; 
 

 Substantially undersubscribed schools be restructured or closed. 

 
Yet in order for the school choice mechanism to succeed, it is crucial to provide 
families with accessible information regarding school choice.  Both research from 
Brookings and the examples of districts that have enacted school choice that will be 
reviewed in the next section emphasize the need for communication with parents 
and community stakeholders as essential in the implementation of any form of 
school choice.  In particular, it is recommended that school systems provide parents 
with “timely and relevant” information about the school choice program.  Providing 
this information through one or more “navigation websites” that function 
independently of education providers is one way to provide easy access and 
information to parents.  Finally, it is recommended that the navigation websites be 
linked to parental choice systems, so that parents have an incentive to use the 
website.26 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
26 Ibid, 3. 



 

  

 
10 

DISTRICT ADMINISTRATION PRACTICE 

© 2010 Hanover Research – District Administration Practice 

 

HANOVER RESEARCH  OCTOBER 2010 

The majority of families do 
not utilize their right to 
have their child transfer 

schools within the district 
because of lack of 

knowledge about the 
program. 

Intra-District School Choice   

 
As Arlington Public Schools is considering moving to an expanded intra-district 
school choice policy with mandatory school choice for the majority of families within 
its school district, we will focus on this particular school choice method. In this 
section we provide an overview of intra-district school choice and the effect of 
forced choice policies on the school, students, and the community. We also describe 
some of the key issues confronting school districts before implementing such a 
policy. 
 
Overview 
 
Traditional Intra-District School Choice Forms 
 
While this form of school choice is generally the 
most accepted and popular form, it is not a 
panacea for solving the vast array of problems a 
public school district may have. One significant 
problem with intra-district choice is that families 
may not always be aware of its existence. Only 
one percent of the five million students eligible to 
transfer schools within their district according the 
regulations in NCLB have done so, at least 
partially because of lack of parental knowledge.27 
 
Moreover, many public school districts do not allow additional funding to popular 
schools that attract large amounts of students. Some schools that see enrollment 
decreases may actually be unintentionally “rewarded,” as lower enrollment leads to 
smaller class sizes and additional resources for that school. As Brookings writes, “the 
competitive effects of choice are muted in most intra-district choice programs.”28 
 
Default Choice within Intra-District Models 
 
One of the Brookings Institution‟s key recommendations is that within any school 
choice policy, parents should be “forced” to select a school for their child, 
regardless of the actual student assignment system for schools. When parents 
are presented with a neighborhood school as a default choice, even if they have the 
option to select a different – and higher-performing – school for their child, they are 
likely to have their child remain at the neighborhood school.29  
 

                                                        
27 Greene, J., et al. Op. cit., 9. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid, 23. 
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Brookings also recommends that school districts provide some means of informing 
parents of their school choice options. One example it specifically mentions is the 
“College Navigator” tool the U.S. Department of Education provides for students 
and families to research post-secondary institutions.30  Public school districts 
planning to implement a school choice policy can create a modified version of this 
resource to help parents to select a school for their children based on specific 
preferences and qualities.31  
 
Factors and Impacts to Consider 
 
As mentioned in the key findings, school districts must take into account several 
factors before implementing a mandatory school choice policy.  
 
Diversity 
 
The underlying question a public school district must ask itself is “What are our 
goals of instituting a mandatory school choice policy?”32 One goal may be 
creating a diversity level in each school that reflects the overall level of diversity – 
racial, socioeconomic, or both – in the community.33 For example, in the 1990‟s, 
several academics conducted studies on “controlled choice.” Controlled choice is a 
form of school choice that also attempts to provide diversity in the public schools.34 
The primary goal for a controlled choice policy is the same as the social equity 
rationale the Brookings Institution outlines for every school choice policy: Every 
child should have access to all of the educational opportunities within a given 
community.35 The elimination of neighborhood schools is essential in a 
controlled choice plan, as most neighborhoods in urban districts are segregated 
racially and socioeconomically.36 
 
The Wake County, North Carolina public school district is presently discussing 
changing its controlled choice policy. The district currently requires that its schools 
have no more than 40 percent of its students participating in the free or reduced 
lunch program, which is frequently used as an indicator of low-income status.37  As a 
result, some students are bused to schools far away from their homes in order to 
meet the district‟s policy.  Those in favor of this policy suggest that it impedes the 

                                                        
30 The College Navigator tool can be found at http://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator/ 
31 Ibid, 25. 
32 Aldeman, C. 2009. Podcast audio program. Op. cit. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Weaver, T. “Controlled Choice: An Alternative School Choice Plan.” ERIC Digest. 
http://www.ericdigests.org/1992-4/choice.htm 
35 Alves, J and C. Willie. “Controlled Choice: A New Approach To Desegregated Education and School 
Improvement.” Education Alliance Press and the New England Desegregation Assistance Center. pp. 12. 
http://www.eric.ed.gov/PDFS/ED430265.pdf 
36 Alves, J. and C. Willie. Op. cit, 13. 
37 “„Controlled choice‟ concept goes before Wake schools committee.” WRAL.com. July 27, 2010. 
http://www.wral.com/news/education/story/8039257/ 
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development of high-poverty schools, while supporters believe that “controlled 
choice can give parents more options in their children's education and give students 
stability without creating high-poverty schools.”38 
 
Despite the disagreements, the district appears to be returning to a system based 
around small attendance zones and neighborhood schools. As of September 2, 
2010, the school district has selected a tentative assignment model that divides the 
district into 16 different zones and then merges those zones into five regions.39  In 
order to counteract fears that the elimination of the bussing choice towards a 
community-based assignment system, the district intends to “use choice within 
attendance zones or larger regions encompassing a few zones to create diversity by 
attracting students.”  Interestingly, the district will not use economic status as a 
factor in school assignment.40  However, the district clearly states that the revised 
student assignment system is still a work in progress, and that community feedback 
will be incorporated into the assignment plan.41 
 
Student Assignments 
  
How a public school district assigns students to schools and the variables it takes into 
account when making these assignments is another important aspect of a mandatory 
school choice plan.42 Boston Public Schools is an example of a school district with a 
highly regarded model of mandatory school choice.43 
 
Boston Public Schools first instituted school choice in 1989, and today the district 
has a policy of mandatory school choice for all of its students.44 However, prior to 
2006, the school district had substantial problems with student placements because it 
relied on a “priority matching” system. Under this system the district assigned as 
many students as possible to their first choice school.45 
 

                                                        
38 Ibid. 
39 “Student Assignment Committee Selects Tentative Assignment Zone Model, Seeks Public Comment.” Wake 
County Public School System. September 2, 2010. 
http://www.wcpss.net/news/2010_aug_31_assignment_committee/ 
40 “„Controlled choice‟ concept goes before Wake schools committee.” Op.cit. 
41 “Student Assignment Committee Selects Tentative Assignment Zone Model, Seeks Public Comment.” Op.cit. 
42 Podcast, Op. cit. 
43 Aldeman, C. and T. Toch. “Matchmaking: Enabling Mandatory Public School Choice in New York and Boston.” 
Education Sector. pp. 1. http://www.educationsector.org/usr_doc/ChoiceMatching.pdf 
44 Ibid,  2, 4. 
45 Ibid, 2. 
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Under the priority 
matching method of 

assigning students, many 
parents in Boston learned 

how to manipulate the 
system to their benefit, 

thus invalidating the 
process. 

Subsequently, many families learned how to “game” the priority matching 
system. The district allowed each student to pick five schools, and certain families 
learned how to calculate which schools were most popular citywide. These families 
then placed less attractive schools as their first and second choices to ensure that they 
were left with at least one of their top choices. Boston Public Schools‟ policy of 
reserving half the seats in its elementary schools for “walk zone” students and 
preferences for siblings exacerbated this problem. In addition, many students 
and families, primary those with lower-incomes, either were unable or unwilling to 
game the system. As a result, one-third of students from families that listed a popular 
school as their second and third choice did not receive any of their top five choices. 
These students were then randomly placed in schools throughout the city.46 
 
In 2006, the school district instituted a new student assignment model that 
divided the city into three kindergarten through eighth grade zones and one 
citywide high school zone. The district conducts a lottery in each zone and then 
assigns students to schools based on a computer algorithm. Students also 
receive a ranking from each school based on their siblings and walk-zone priority.47 
The algorithm then tries to assign students to their highest listed choice for which 
they have the highest priority. Boston Public School‟s assignment priorities are as 
follows:48 
 

 Sibling + walk zone 

 Sibling 

 Walk zone (a priority for 50% of available 
seats) 

 Random number 
 
All school assignments in the “Gale-Shapley” 
model are temporary. Students are not penalized 
if they do not receive their first choice. Students 
who rank a school second but have a higher 
priority ranking than students who rank that school first will receive a seat in that 
particular school.49 
 
Allocating Funds 
 
A public school district‟s funding structure is another factor it must consider as it 
moves to district-wide mandatory school choice. As mentioned earlier, as public 
school districts embrace school choice, certain schools may grow more popular than 
other schools. The school district must then allocate additional funds to these 

                                                        
46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid, 8. 
48 “Student Assignment Policy. Boston Public Schools. http://www.bostonpublicschools.org/node/288/#Q2 
49 Aldeman, C. and T. Toch. Op. cit, 8. 
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popular schools for physical expansion or so that the per-pupil funding 
amount for students at these schools does not substantially decrease.50 
 
A cursory look at Arlington Public Schools‟ allocation of funds to its elementary 
schools reveals that funding is already at least somewhat tied to enrollment 
projections.51 In addition, Arlington maintains an “Enrollment Adjustment Reserve” 
fund that provides additional materials and supplies for schools where actual 
enrollment exceeds projections.52 However, if Arlington Public Schools institutes a 
mandatory school choice policy that allows for over-enrollment at popular schools, 
this funding structure may be undermined. 
 
Moreover, under mandatory school choice, enrollment projections on a per school 
basis may not be as useful because neighborhood schools would be de-emphasized. 
Thus it is beneficial to examine an alternative method of public school funding 
known as “weighted student formula (WSF)” funding. 
 
Under WSF funding each school receives funding based on student enrollment 
and each student’s individual characteristics. For example, special needs students 
would be allocated a higher dollar amount of funds than would a regular student. 
This pre-determined amount then follows that student to whichever school he 
attends. San Francisco and New York currently use versions of WSF funding in their 
school districts, and proponents of WSF believe that this financing reform 
encourages school autonomy and transparency in educational funding.53 
 
Transportation Costs 
 
A final consideration for a school district planning to institute a mandatory school 
choice policy is how it will handle increases in student transportation costs. Current 
bussing systems may be inadequate to handle the increased numbers of students 
being transported all over the district.54  
 
Providing each student with public transportation passes, as New York City has 
done with its students, is one solution to the issue of high student transportation 
costs. However, it is important to note that New York only has a mandatory 

                                                        
50 Greene, J., et al. Op. cit, 9. 
51 “School Board‟s Adopted Budget FY 2011. Arlington Public Schools. pp. 137. 
http://www.apsva.us/aps/lib/aps/_shared/SB%20Adopted%20FY%202011%20Budget%20for%20web%20site%2
0REVISED.pdf 
52 Ibid, 50. 
53 Lips, D. “Improving Educational Opportunities in Baltimore City.: Expanding Public and Private Choices.” 2008. 
The Maryland Public Policy Institute. pp. 4. 
http://www.schoolchoiceformaryland.org/docLib/20081217_policyreport20083.pdf 
54 Harvey, J. and P. Hill. “Doing School Choice Right: Preliminary Findings.” 2006. University of Washington Daniel 
J. Evans School of Public Affairs.  pp. 15. 
http://www.crpe.org/cs/crpe/download/csr_files/pub_dscr_prelim_apr06.pdf 
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school choice policy for high school students.55 These students are capable of 
navigating the city‟s complex public transportation system.56 
 
Boston Public School presents a better example for Arlington Public Schools because 
it has mandatory school choice for all of its students. Like New York, the district 
provides high school students with pre-paid public transportation passes. However, 
the district provides bus transportation for:57 
 

 Kindergarten through sixth-graders who live more than one mile from their 
elementary school. 
 

 Seventh and eighth graders who live more than one-and-a-half miles from 
their middle school. 
 

 Students who live more than two miles from their high school. 
 
As of 2009, the cost associated with this fleet of buses comprised eight percent of 
school district’s budget each year.58 This may be compared with the national 
average, where transportation costs comprise an average of two to five percent of a 
district‟s operating expenditures.59 According to the assistant chief operating officer, 
the superintendent‟s office receives complaints every day regarding nearly empty 
buses traveling around the city. The former superintendent, Thomas Payzant, calls 
transportation under mandatory school choice the “big conundrum. It’s 
tremendously expensive.”60 

In 2009, the high cost of transportation led Boston Public Schools to discuss a 
modification of its mandatory school choice policy. An op-ed in the Boston Globe at 
the beginning of that year advocated for the end of intra-district busing in the 
city, arguing that returning to neighborhood schools would lower busing costs from 
$72 million to $40 million because only special needs students would require large-
scale transportation service. The writer also argued that busing no longer served its 
original purpose of integrating the city‟s schools because the current student 
population was a “„majority minority‟ [mix of]…Asian, African, Latino, and other 
immigrant communities. Furthermore, he wrote that students were being bused 
across the city to schools that were not considered better than their neighborhood 

                                                        
55 The New York City Department of Education also uses an algorithm to assign students to schools. However, it 
only uses this algorithm to place high school students.  
56 Aldeman, C. and T. Toch. Op. cit, 7. 
57 “Transportation.” Boston Public Schools. http://www.bostonpublicschools.org/node/200 
58 Aldeman, C. and T. Toch. Op. cit, 7. 
59 Fitzpatrick, J., T. O‟Brien, and P. Teske. “Drivers of Choice: Parents, Transportation, and School Choice.” 2009. 
University of Washington Center on Reinventing Public Education. pp. 9. 
http://www.crpe.org/cs/crpe/download/csr_files/pub_dscr_teske_jul09.pdf 
60 Aldeman, C. and T. Toch. Op. cit, 7. 
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school.61 Below, we have included a map of Boston with its three attendance zones to 
provide a frame of reference for the school transportation debate. 

Map 1: Boston Public Schools Attendance Zones62 

 

Source: Boston Public Schools 

In April of that year, the superintendent proposed a redistricting plan that would 
reorganize the district’s attendance zones from three large zones to five 
smaller zones with the goal of reducing the distance buses would need to travel each 
day. The superintendent projected that the plan would save the city between $8.5 

                                                        
61 Landsmark, T. “It‟s time to end busing in Boston.” The Boston Globe. January 31, 2009. 
http://www.boston.com/bostonglobe/editorial_opinion/oped/articles/2009/01/31/its_time_to_end_busing_in_b
oston/  
62 “Student Assignment Policy.” Op. cit. 
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million and $10.4 million each year from the district‟s $76 million transportation 
budget.63 

Yet a few months later the school board removed the five-zone plan from 
consideration as means of reducing transportation costs. Critics of the plan asserted 
that two of the zones would have included some of the city’s poorest 
neighborhoods and worst schools. Moreover, students residing in other zones 
would have lost access to specialized and bilingual programs.64 As of today, Boston 
Public Schools still has three attendance zones for its kindergarten through eighth 
grade students. 
 
Student Outcomes 
 
At the crux of the rationale behind instituting a policy of mandatory school choice in 
a district is the goal of improving the district‟s schools and student academic 
achievement. However, there is mixed evidence regarding the effect of school 
choice on student outcomes – some districts have experienced null or negative 
effects on student achievement, while others have found some improvement in 
student performance.   
 
A study conducted of students in the Pinellas County, Florida, school district 
concluded that a policy of mandatory school choice did not have a positive 
effect on student test scores among fourth and fifth graders who did not attend 
their neighborhood schools.65 In fact, not attending their neighborhood school 
actually had a negative impact on these students‟ test scores.66 The study found 
that student outcomes did not improve because those students did not attend 
demonstrably better schools. In addition, student achievement also suffered because 
these students often felt like outsiders at their new school.67 
 
However, analysis of test scores from the Charlotte-Mecklenburg school district 
in North Carolina found that, in some cases, opting out of neighborhood schools 
can lead to improved student outcomes. The authors of the study concluded that, 
on the whole, if a student who opts out of their neighborhood school attends a 
higher-performing school, then that student will improve his academic 

                                                        
63 Vaznis, J. “Controversy over school redistricting intensifies.” The Boston Globe. April 30, 2009. 
http://www.boston.com/news/education/k_12/articles/2009/04/30/controversy_over_school_redistricting_inten
sifies/ 
64 Vaznis, J. “Boston shelves 5-zone proposal: Schools still trying to save on busing.” August 27, 2009. The Boston 
Globe. 
http://www.boston.com/news/education/k_12/articles/2009/08/27/boston_shelves_five_zone_school_assignme
nt_plan/ 
65 Özek, U. “The Effects of Open Enrollment on School Choice and Student Outcomes.” 2009. National Center for 
Analysis of Longitudinal Data in Education Research. pp. 32.  
http://www.urban.org/UploadedPDF/1001301_open_enrollment_schools.pdf 
66 Ibid, 31. 
67 Ibid, 32. 
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performance.68 However, as shown in the Pinellas County study, there is no 
guarantee that a given student will attend a better school. 
 
Community Support 
 
Identifying research on “community support for schools” in the wake of instituting a 
policy of mandatory school choice proved to be a difficult task. Most academic 
articles tend to explore facets of school choice such as student outcomes or policy 
strategies.  Newspaper accounts describing community involvement focused on the 
concerns of anxious parents whose primary concern was their child’s 
education. 
 
However, it became clear during our research that maintaining the complete support 
of the community is a vital part of instituting a policy of mandatory school choice.  A 
public school district can maintain the community‟s support only through constant 
communication with all interested parties in the community. These groups need 
to feel like they are an active participant in creating whichever mandatory school 
choice policy the district adopts.69  Furthermore, communication can help to inform 
parents about school choice options and make sure that they have the resources they 
need to make the best choice for their child. 
 
Many of the issues and impacts associated with intra-district school choice are 
addressed in the next section of our report, which profiles the development and 
impacts of a mandatory school choice policy in Cambridge, Massachusetts. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

                                                        
68 Hastings, J. and J. Weinstein. Op. cit, 1412. 
69 M. Alves and C. Willie. Op. cit, 46-47. 
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Case Study: Cambridge, Massachusetts70  
 
The city of Cambridge, located across the Charles River from Boston, offers an 
example of a public school district that has had a policy of mandatory school choice 
for many years. Like Arlington Public Schools, Cambridge Public Schools is located 
in a relatively urban community adjacent to a large city. In addition, both school 
systems are diverse racially.71,72 

 

Introduction and History of Mandatory School Choice in Cambridge 
 
In 1981, Cambridge Public Schools (CPS) introduced a mandatory school choice 
policy to the district in the form of controlled choice, although the characteristics 
of this policy have changed slightly over the past 30 years. For example, in 2001, the 
school committee decided to use socioeconomic status, instead of race, as the 
primary determinant of diversity in its schools.73 Cambridge currently has 12 
elementary schools with kindergarten through eighth grade students and one high 
school in the district.74 
 
Parents of new kindergarteners rank their top three choices to select schools under 
the mechanisms of Cambridge‟s controlled choice system.75 The school district offers 
a Family Resource Center to help families select the proper school for their 
children. Every parent must visit the Family Resource Center before they register for 
kindergarten. A large part of the Family Resource Center‟s role within the community 
is assisting poor and immigrant families understand the selection process.76 
 
Student Assignment Methodology 
 
Cambridge Public Schools takes the following factors into account when assigning 
students to elementary schools (factors are listed in order of priority): 
 

 Socioeconomic Status: Cambridge Public Schools uses a student‟s eligibility 
to receive free and reduced lunch as an indicator of socioeconomic status 
because of its accessibility. 77 The district‟s goal for the 2010-2011 school year 

                                                        
70 All demographic data in this section are from a 2010 Boston Magazine article. As a result, percentages may differ 
from the data included in the Appendix, which is from the 2008-09 academic year. 
71 “Student Data Report. School Year 2008-2009. Cambridge Public Schools. pp. 7. 
http://www.cpsd.us/web/SAA/CPS_Stu_Data_Rpt_08-09.pdf  
72“Quick Facts.” Arlington Public Schools. http://www.apsva.us/aps/lib/aps/_shared/QuickFacts2010.pdf 
73 Fiske, E. “Controlled Choice in Cambridge, Massachusetts.” 2002. The Century Foundation. 177. 
http://www.tcf.org/Publications/Education/fiske.pdf 
74 “CPS Schools at a Glance.” Cambridge Public Schools. pp. 2. http://www.cpsd.us/web/PubInfo/SAG2010-
11_web.pdf 
75 “Controlled Choice Plan.” Cambridge Public Schools. pp. 11. 
http://www.cpsd.us/Web/PubInfo/ControlledChoice.pdf 
76 Fiske, E. Op. cit, 175. 
77 “Controlled Choice Plan.” Op. cit., 7. 
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is to assign students to schools so that the percentage of students at each 
elementary school that receive free or reduced lunch is within 15 percentage 
points of the district-wide average.78 44 percent of CPS students are eligible 
for free or reduced lunch.79 
 

 Siblings: CPS assigns siblings to the same school if space is available provided 
the diversity of the school is not negatively affected.80 
 

 Proximity: When requested by parents, CPS will assign students to schools 
closest to their residence provided the diversity of the school is not negatively 
affected.81 
 

 Race or Ethnicity: CPS tries to assign students to elementary schools based 
on race and ethnicity so that each school is within a range of ten percentage 
points of the district-wide percentages of White, African American, Asian, and 
Native American students among kindergarteners through eighth graders. The 
district only uses race in assigning students if that stated goal is not met by the 
first three assignment variables.82 
 

 Special Education Status: CPS does not use Special Education Status as a 
diversity factor, but it tries to assign students so that the percentage of special 
education students in each school matches the percentage of the entire 
district.83 During the 2008-2009 school year, about 22 percent of students in 
CPS had Special Education Status.84 
 

 English Language Learner Status: CPS tries to assign ELL students so that 
the percentage of ELL students in each school approximates the percentage in 
the district. However, schools with bilingual programs do not need to meet 
this guideline.85 
 

 Gender: CPS does not use gender as a diversity factor, but it tries to maintain 
a male/female ratio in each school that matches the district ratio.86 

 
The most recent data available shows that during the 2008-2009 school year, 75 
percent of families received their first choice of schools, five percent received their 
second choice, and three percent received their third choice. CPS assigned the 

                                                        
78 “CPS Schools at a Glance.” Op. cit., 3. 
79 “Student Data Report.” Op. cit., 9. 
80 “Controlled Choice Plan.” Op. cit., 9. 
81 Ibid, 9. 
82 Ibid. 
83 “Controlled Choice Plan.” Op. cit., 10. 
84 “Student Data Report.” Op. cit., 7. 
85 “Controlled Choice Plan.” Op. cit., 10. 
86 “Controlled Choice Plan.” Op. cit., 11. 
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remaining 16 percent of students to schools throughout the district to meet its 
diversity goals.87 
 
In the Appendix we have provided the most recent demographic data available for 
each of the 12 elementary schools and the district high school, Cambridge Rindge 
and Latin High School. We also have provided a map of Cambridge with the 
locations of its public schools. 
 
Student Transportation 
 
Cambridge provides school bus transportation for over 2,500 students. All 
kindergarten through sixth grade students who must walk one mile or more and all 
seventh and eighth grade students who must walk 1.5 miles or more to school are 
eligible to ride the buses. In addition, all kindergarten through sixth grade students 
who must cross the major thoroughfares of Massachusetts Avenue, Fresh Pond 
Parkway, McGrath Highway, or Alewife Brook Parkway to get to school are eligible 
for school bus transportation. This exception also includes those students who must 
cross the railroad tracks to walk to Fletcher-Maynard Academy and the Kennedy-
Longfellow School.88 
 
Cambridge is only 6.5 square miles, and there does not appear to be significant 
concern over the cost of transporting students throughout the city instead of 
sending them to their neighborhood school. 
 
Impact of Controlled Choice in Cambridge 
 
While controlled choice has had an impact on Cambridge Public Schools, the district 
still has substantial room for improvement to meet its stated diversity goals. The 
successes and failures of controlled choice in Cambridge are still a significant topic of 
discussion in the community today, especially as the district attempts to close its 
achievement gap between white students and minority students. 
 
Racial and Socioeconomic Impact  
 
It is important to note that there is a correlation in Cambridge Public Schools 
between race and socioeconomic status. Schools with greater numbers of wealthier 
students tend to have fewer minority students while schools with more low-income 
students tend to greater numbers of minority students.89  
 

                                                        
87 “Kindergarten Lottery Demographics & Statistics.” Cambridge Public Schools. pp. 1. 
http://www.cpsd.us/web/FRC/LotteryResultsSY0809.pdf 
88 “CPS Schools at a Glance.” Op. cit., 5. 
89 Fiske, E. Op. cit, 197. 
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A report from 2001 found that 80 percent of the district’s elementary schools 
were in compliance with the racial guidelines set forth by the controlled choice 
policy. However, there was also a distinct relationship between the most popular 
schools and the schools that had the highest percentage of white students, suggesting 
that the racial composition of a school was an important aspect of parental 
preferences.90 
 
This study also found that CPS was not meeting its socioeconomic diversity 
goal. The proportion of low-income students in CPS‟s elementary schools ranged 
from 19 percent at one school to 79 percent at another school. Moreover, over half 
of the low-income students were enrolled in five elementary schools.91 
 
A more recent magazine article also called attention to the sharp racial and 
socioeconomic divides in Cambridge Public Schools. Minorities currently comprise 
85 percent of Fletcher-Maynard‟s enrollment, and almost 70 percent of these students 
qualify for free or reduced lunch. Some of CPS‟s schools are racially and 
socioeconomically balanced, but at least six of its 12 schools are considered to be 
highly stratified both racially and socioeconomically.92 As in Boston before it 
instituted an algorithm to determine student assignments, wealthy parents have 
learned how to manipulate the student assignment system so their children 
attend certain schools.93 
 
Student Outcomes 
 
District-wide data show that CPS students perform reasonably well academically 
compared to students from other districts in Massachusetts with a similar number of 

low-income students. However, as in other urban 
school districts, there is a significant 
achievement gap between wealthy students 
and low-income students and white and 
minority students. Tests results from the 2000 
Stanford reading test show that 67 percent of 
white and 63 percent of Asians achieved 

proficiency in reading, compared to only 28 percent of African Americans, 25 percent 
of Hispanics, and 21 percent of “other Blacks.”94  
 
Results from recent Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System tests also 
show large disparities between minority and white students. No fifth grader at 

                                                        
90 Fiske. E. Op. cit, 185. 
91 Fiske, E. Op cit, 186. 
92 Schwartz. J. “Minding the Gap.” Boston Magazine. April 21, 2010.  
http://www.bostonmagazine.com/articles/minding_the_gap/page4 
93 Schwartz, J. Op. cit. http://www.bostonmagazine.com/articles/minding_the_gap/page3 
94 Fiske, E. Op. cit., 188. 

Student achievement in 
Cambridge Public Schools is 

stratified both racially and 
socioeconomically. 
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Fletcher-Maynard school scored “advanced” in any subject. Only 26, 21, and 16 
percent of these students scored “proficient” in English, math, science. Meanwhile, 
75, 72, and 71 percent of fifth grade students at the Graham & Parks School scored 
advanced or proficient in English, math, and science. Half of the students at Graham 
& Parks are white, and only 30 percent of its students qualify for free and reduced 
lunch.95 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                        
95 Schwartz, J. Op. cit.  
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Appendix 

 
Table 1: Cambridge Public Schools Demographic Data by School, 2008-0996 

School 
African 

American 
Asian  Hispanic  

Native 
American  

White  
Native 

Hawaiian  

Multi-Race, 
Non-

Hispanic  

Amigos  7.0%  2.0%  56.5%  0.3%  30.4%  0.0%  3.7%  

Cambridgeport  30.6%  11.6%  10.6%  1.1%  42.3%  0.0%  3.9%  

Fletcher/Maynard  55.7%  5.3%  22.1%  0.4%  12.3%  0.8%  3.3%  

Graham & Parks  24.3%  17.3%  8.6%  0.5%  45.8%  0.2%  3.3%  

Haggerty  26.7%  14.7%  2.8%  0.7%  48.4%  0.4%  6.3%  

Tobin  37.9%  23.3%  11.8%  1.6%  21.1%  0.3%  4.0%  

Kennedy-
Longfellow  

37.3%  8.2%  17.2%  0.5%  34.4%  0.3%  2.1%  

King Open  27.3%  7.4%  12.2%  0.6%  48.0%  0.2%  4.4%  

Baldwin  31.4%  9.8%  8.5%  0.5%  45.5%  0.3%  4.0%  

King  50.4%  17.2%  11.3%  0.0%  16.4%  0.0%  4.7%  

Morse  39.5%  14.0%  9.3%  0.3%  32.1%  0.5%  4.4%  

Peabody  37.7%  14.2%  6.9%  0.2%  36.6%  0.0%  4.4%  

CRLS  38.8%  9.1%  14.4%  0.5%  35.8%  0.0%  1.5%  

District  34.6%  11.3%  14.1%  0.5%  36.0%  0.2%  3.3%  

State  8.2%  5.1%  14.3%  0.3%  69.9%  0.1%  2.0%  
Source: Cambridge Public Schools Student Data Report 

 
Table 2: Additional Cambridge Public Schools Demographic Data by School, 

2008-0997 

School 
First Language 

not English 

Limited 
English 

Proficient 

Low-
income* 

Special Education 

Amigos 43.5% 12.7% 41.5% 16.7% 

Cambridgeport 18.3% 2.8% 38.4% 20.4% 

Fletcher/Maynard 28.3% 5.7% 67.2% 25.0% 

Graham & Parks 28.5% 11.7% 31.5% 18.7% 

Haggerty 19.3% 4.9% 33.7% 21.4% 

Tobin 46.3% 24.5% 52.2% 17.7% 

Kennedy-Longfellow 25.1% 5.3% 63.5% 21.7% 

King Open 24.2% 6.6% 44.1% 21.1% 

Baldwin 15.4% 1.6% 34.3% 17.8% 

King 34.0% 14.5% 62.9% 21.1% 

                                                        
96 “Student Data Report School Year 2008-09.” Cambridge Public Schools. pp. 8. 
http://www.cpsd.us/web/SAA/CPS_Stu_Data_Rpt_08-09.pdf 
97 Ibid. 
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School 
First Language 

not English 

Limited 
English 

Proficient 

Low-
income* 

Special Education 

Morse 23.6% 2.7% 47.9% 23.6% 

Peabody 21.5% 5.2% 46.7% 23.8% 

CRLS 29.8% 5.0% 43.9% 17.1% 

District 27.5% 7.1% 43.9% 22.1% 

State 15.4% 5.9% 30.7% 17.1% 
Source: Cambridge Public Schools Student Data Report 
*The Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education uses the term Low Income for students who 
receive free or reduced lunch.  

 
 

Table 3: Percentage of Low-income* Students by School98 

 
Source: Cambridge Public Schools Student Data Report 
*The Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education uses the term Low-income for 
students who receive free or reduced lunch.  
 

 
 
 
 

                                                        
98 “Student Data Report School Year 2008-09.” Cambridge Public Schools. pp. 9. 
http://www.cpsd.us/web/SAA/CPS_Stu_Data_Rpt_08-09.pdf 
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Map 2: Western Half of Cambridge, Massachusetts99 

 
Source: Cambridge Public Schools 

                                                        
99 “CPS Schools at a Glance.” Op. cit, 24. 
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Map 3: Eastern Half of Cambridge100 

 
Source: Cambridge Public Schools 

                                                        
100 “CPS Schools at a Glance.” Op. cit, 25. 
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Project Evaluation Form 
 
Hanover Research is committed to providing a work product that meets or exceeds 
member expectations. In keeping with that goal, we would like to hear your opinions 
regarding our reports. Feedback is critically important and serves as the strongest 
mechanism by which we tailor our research to your organization. When you have had 
a chance to evaluate this report, please take a moment to fill out the following 
questionnaire. 
 
http://www.hanoverresearch.com/evaluation/index.php 
 

 
Note 
 
This brief was written to fulfill the specific request of an individual member of 
Hanover Research.  As such, it may not satisfy the needs of all members.  We 
encourage any and all members who have additional questions about this topic – or 
any other – to contact us.   
 

 
Caveat 
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publisher and authors make no representations or warranties with respect to the 
accuracy or completeness of the contents of this brief and specifically disclaim any 
implied warranties of fitness for a particular purpose.  There are no warranties which 
extend beyond the descriptions contained in this paragraph.  No warranty may be 
created or extended by representatives of Hanover Research or its marketing 
materials.  The accuracy and completeness of the information provided herein and 
the opinions stated herein are not guaranteed or warranted to produce any particular 
results, and the advice and strategies contained herein may not be suitable for every 
member.  Neither the publisher nor the authors shall be liable for any loss of profit or 
any other commercial damages, including but not limited to special, incidental, 
consequential, or other damages.  Moreover, Hanover Research is not engaged in 
rendering legal, accounting, or other professional services.  Members requiring such 
services are advised to consult an appropriate professional. 
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