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This paper makes a detail-oriented, historically based assessment of the school choice
policies for high school students in the Boston Public School System (BPS). Because the school
choice debate is inseparable from the historical and current realities of the opportunity gap, which
is a racially stratified phenomenon, this study focuses on the way in which school choice breaks
down across race and effects racial segregation. The central questions this paper seeks to answer
are: How does the implementation of school choice in Boston match some of its stated and implicit
goals, particularly in relation to race? In practice, is the current district-wide, mandatory choice
program a promoter of, or detractor from the city’s goal of creating a thriving urban school system
that provides equal education opportunity for all students? These questions are answered through
an analysis of the history of school choice in the United States and the current national debate on
choice, as well as the local history of choice in Boston and the school choice programs used by the
Boston Public Schools. Within this case study, a statistical analysis of segregation under the
current choice program finds that choice is not creating a more integrated portfolio of high schools
in Boston than neighborhood-based assignment would. Furthermore, this study finds that the
complexities of the current choice system are creating barriers to equal access and opportunity.
Based on the findings of this case study, the paper concludes with relevant policy suggestions for
the BPS as they move to reform the school choice processes in the following years, as well as a
discussion of the questions that are left to be answered as the BPS moves forward with their school
choice program.
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Public Education is one of the most important institutions in the United States, as education
has the power to profoundly impact the lives of individuals. Horace Mann, who some call the
“father of American Public Education” stated that:
The spread of education, by enlarging the cultivated class or caste, will open a wider area
over which the social feelings will expand; and, if this education should be universal and
complete, it would do more than all things else to obliterate factious distinctions in society”
(Mann, 1957, p.112).
Today, America’s public education system is failing to “obliterate factious distinctions in society”;
the “opportunity gap” between White and Asian students and their Hispanic and Black peers both
illustrates, and perpetuates, the existence of two unequal classes of citizens divided along race and
socioeconomic lines. The opportunity gap refers to the “unequal opportunities to learn experienced
by many low-income students and many Latino and African American students” (Flores, 2007,
p.1).
The inequities in education include, but are not limited to, access to qualified and
experienced teachers, per-student funding levels, and lowered academic expectation. For example,
the Joyce Foundation and the Education Trust recently conducted a study on the distribution of
good teachers in the Cleveland, Chicago and Milwaukee public school districts. The study found
“large differences between the qualifications of teachers in the highest-poverty and highestminority schools and teachers serving in schools with few minority and low-income students”
(Peske & Haycock, 2006, p.1). The opportunity gap that these students face has led to significant
disparities in performance between poor and minority students and white and Asian middle class
students. For example, results of the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) fourth

Choice in the Boston Public Schools

6

grade mathematics test show that for urban schools, 47% of white and 55% of Asian students were
at least proficient, while only 16% of black and 19% of Hispanic students were at least proficient
(Vanneman et al., 2009). By eighth grade, only 9% of black students, and 13% of Hispanic
students are proficient in math, as opposed to 37% of white students and 47% of Asian students
(Flores, 2007). The disparity in performance between Black and Hispanic students and their White
and Asian peers, which increases as students move through the public education system, illustrates
the lack of opportunities for academic success that minority students within America’s public
education systems face.
The opportunity gap that exists today, drawn along race and socioeconomic lines, has
persisted despite the fact that it has been almost 60 years since the Supreme Court ordered in
Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka (1954) decision that a dual system of segregated
schooling was unconstitutional in light of the Equal Protection guarantee of the Fourteenth
Amendment of the U.S. Constitution. This ruling was followed by the Brown v. Board of
Education II (1955) decision, which compensated for the absence of a time frame within which
school desegregation had to occur in the original Brown ruling by ordering that desegregation
occur “with all deliberate speed” (McPherson, 2011). While these cases were specifically
concerned with school desegregation, they were an essential first step in the ongoing fight for a
public education system that was not only desegregated, but would also provide equitable
opportunities for all students to succeed. Brown was so essential because it dramatically changed
the legal status of African Americans in this country. When discussing the significance of
Brown, well-known legal scholar J. Harvey Wilkinson III said that “Very little could have been
accomplished in mid-century America without the Supreme Court…. Brown may be the most
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important political, social and legal event in America’s 20th century history” (Patterson, 2001, p.
xxix).
While Wilkinson’s opinion reflects that of many legal and education scholars,

disagreement remains over the legacy of Brown. In the five decades following this famous ruling,
progress has been both made and lost in the fight to create a more equitable public education
system, and the opportunity gap persists. Historian James T Patterson (2001) records the struggle
to achieve educational equality in the decades following Brown in his book Brown v. Board of
Education: A Civil Rights Milestone and Its Troubled Legacy. Included in this historical work is
the role that the civil rights movement, court ordered busing, affirmative action, magnet schools,
and school funding policies have had in the fight to create a racially equitable public education
system. A widely adopted policy that has come to be known as school choice has also been an
influential component of this fight. School choice policies are those that claim to enhance
opportunity for parental and student choice among public schools or use public funding to expand
choice into the private sector (Whitty, 1997). School choice policies have contributed in many
ways to both the progress and retrogression that America’s public education system has made
toward obliterating factious distinctions in society. Today, the legacy of school choice continues to
be debated as the future of school choice is shaped through the spread of choice-based school
reforms across the country.
While the merits of school choice continue to be debated, the function of choice within
public school has a long and deeply embedded history. School choice has and will continue to
change in form and function over time and location. Today, however, the idea and practice of
choice is enmeshed in the current education landscape in such a way that it is unlikely that school
choice itself will disappear. For example, school choice as exercised through residential choice and
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through any education policy initiative. Other choice programs and policies that exist within the
public school systems, however, have been both highly influential and highly contentious
components of reform efforts over the past two decades. Policies that fall under the broader
movement in education to promote school choice include, but are not limited to, public school
choice, charter schools, magnet schools, and voucher programs. Today, as choice gains traction,
policy makers are being presented with the task of deciding how to orchestrate choice, identify
appropriate constraints, and clarify desired outcomes (Fuller et al., 1996). The outcome of the
choice debate will shape the educational opportunities available to current and future generations
of young Americans.
Public school choice policies are a part of the national debate on education reform, and the
federal government has committed itself to incorporating choice-based reforms into federal policy
over the past 20 years. However, studies such as the seminal evaluation of choice policies, Who
Chooses? Who Loses? Culture, Institutions, and the Unequal Effects of School Choice (1996) have
demonstrated that “context matters in the design and implementation of school choice policies”
(Fuller et al., 1996, p.197). The local culture and context, and the specifics of each choice program
matter when considering the effectiveness of choice policies. Unfortunately, however, as school
choice-based reform spreads across the country, the debate over choice has remained largely
ideological. Policy makers have focused on the broad frames of the debate, arguing over choice as
a concept. Meanwhile, concrete evidence on the effectiveness and equity of individual choice
programs such as Boston’s program has been slow to develop, due to the rapid nature in which
choice based reform has spread across the country. Furthermore, as found in this case study, these
programs are often difficult to evaluate due to the nature of choice-based reform. Because policy
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makers are trying to reform education by manipulating the very structure of the public education

system, the school districts utilizing these reform methods are in a constant state of change, and it
is difficult to evaluate new systems in which there is constant structural change and movement of
students, teachers, school types, and even school buildings.
This lack of concrete evidence on specific choice programs is a notable problem given the
complexities surrounding each individual choice program. Studies have shown that Americans
themselves know relatively little about the school choice policies within their own districts.
Families are rarely able to act as educated “consumers”1 when choosing schools for their children,
nor do they have an accurate sense of the fairness of the school choice policy that shape the public
education in their school district (Buckley & Schneider, 2003). That is to say, families are rarely
privy to information concerning key issues such as who in their district typically gets access to
their first choice, which students are placed in the best schools, and how the choice process effects
school segregation. Examining local policies enable us to add concrete, local experience to the
broader, nation-wide debate over school choice. Focusing on what choice actually looks like
within a local context democratizes the process of education reform in that area by providing the
populations effected by choice policies with detailed information on what is happening in their
school district, which enables those citizens to gain a more accurate view the school district
policies and may lead to public support or opposition to choice policies . Furthermore, a focus on
local policies adds concrete evidence to the national debate over school choice.
Taking Fuller, Elmore and Orfield’s (1996) findings into account, this case study focuses
on a single school system, the Boston Public Schools (BPS), in an attempt to give a detail oriented,
1

Consumers as used here highlights the neoliberal language used by pro-choice, pro-market
advocates who promote the idea of market based competition within schooling. In response to
this language I would ask, is schooling really a function of one’s power as a consumer or a
function of citizenship?
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historically based assessment school choice policies for high school students in Boston. Because

the school choice debate is inseparable from the historical and current realities of the opportunity
gap, which is a racially stratified phenomenon, this study focuses on the affect that Boston’s choice
program has on racial segregation and equal access to information and quality choices across races.
The central questions that I seek to answer are: How does the implementation of school choice in
Boston match some of its stated and implicit goals, particularly in relation to race? In practice, is
the current district-wide, mandatory choice program a promoter of, or detractor from the city’s
goal of creating a thriving urban school system that provides equal education opportunity for all
students? In this paper I will examine Boston’s choice program within the context of the greater,
nation-wide movement toward choice policies. The examination of school choice policies within
Boston provides relevant information to Boston’s citizens that currently rely on public education,
adds to the current debate within the city over the current and future role of school choice in the
BPS, and provides concrete, case-specific evidence that can contribute to the national conversation
on the efficacy of choice programs as a model of reform and a model of public school
organization.
I have chosen to conduct this case study on the Boston Public Schools (BPS) because of the
characteristics of the school district, the history of choice within the BPS, and the current form of
school choice the district has decided to use. The Boston Public Schools is a large urban school
district in the capital city of Massachusetts, a state with one of the best public school systems in the
country. The BPS is the oldest school district in the country, and has a long history marked by
some success as well as failure. Notably, after a period of significant struggle in the mid to late
1900’s in which the BPS was largely thought of as a failing urban school system, the past 20 years
have produced considerable educational gains for Boston (Reville & Coggins, 2007).

Choice in the Boston Public Schools

11

Geographically, the city itself as well as the greater metropolitan area surrounding Boston

is highly segregated. This geographic segregation indicates that there is a difficult balance to strike
in Boston between student assignment and school segregation. The BPS has historically used
various forms of school choice to combat school segregation; de-facto segregation persisted in
Boston’s schools into the mid-1970’s before court ordered desegregation forced the city to
integrate schools. Choice was a contentious topic in Boston’s era of school desegregation, and
remains a contentious topic today. As the system of choice and student assignment grows
increasingly complex and the school system continues to pursue aggressive reform, there have
been calls for a dismantling of the current student assignment policy that some argue is a relic of
Boston’s racist past. The following analysis, consisting of a historically-based and data-based
examination of Boston’s choice program, will add to the current local and national debate over
choice and serve as a helpful tool for the policy makers who face the challenge of finding a
balance between keeping parents happy, building strong communities, and providing each student
in Boston with an excellent education.
In order to examine Boston’s choice program, a large component of my research will focus
on the effect that this program has on diversity within BPS high schools. As policymakers
nationwide expand school choice, the courts are simultaneously limiting, and sometimes even
eliminating, race-based school desegregation plans (Scott, 2005). Meanwhile its supporters are
promoting school choice as a model of reform that will increase educational equity and narrow the
achievement gap. The relationship between school choice and desegregation has a complex, telling
history, and that relationship remains complex today. School segregation and school choice must
be examined together in order to ensure that policy makers are using choice policies that do not
lead to further separation and stratification, but instead create more equitable, integrated schools.
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My research is done with an understanding of the positive effects that integration has on all

students’ schooling experience. I do acknowledge that there is legitimate debate over the value of
integration versus separation, when one considers the strain between the fight for equal schooling
versus integrated, but unequal schooling (Yosso et al., 2004). That is to say, there is an undeniable
difference between offering all students equal access to such things as funding, quality instruction
from experienced teachers, and safe and updated facilities, and simply integrating students within a
school building while allowing racially stratifying policies such as tracking, that prevent equal
education opportunity, to persists within the school building. There are many parents and educators
in African American communities who suggest that pursuing diversity without concern for the
treatment of children of color in diverse institutions, or attention to academic quality, has led to
poor academic and social outcomes for their children (Scott, 2005). Yosso et al. (2004) discuss the
way in which Brown v. Board’s focus on desegregation deemphasized the fight for equal education
in their article From Jim Crow to Affirmative Action and Back Again. I acknowledge these
arguments, and the importance of equal education. This paper cannot answer questions about the
conflicts and costs for students of color in integrated schools. Nor can it answer questions about
the racially stratified nature of opportunity that may exist within each of Boston’s public high
schools. It can, however, examine the effect that Boston’s school choice program is having on
racial diversity among schools, and interpret those findings and make relevant policy suggestions
in such a way that the disparity between a racially integrated school system, and a school system
that provides equal educational experiences for all students, is taken into account.
While acknowledging the debate between equal and integrated schools, I draw on the
research of Education and Law Professor Gary Orfield at UCLA’s The Civil Rights Project in
arguing that integration and racial diversity are essential components of an equitable school
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system. Orfield has argued that if low academic achievement were not so strongly associated with
“concentrated poverty and a lack of education resources, perhaps it would not be of such concern”
(Bhargava et al., 2008). While there are some segregated/ separated minority group students that
are thriving academically, Orfield’s research has demonstrated that due to the nature of segregation
historically and currently, all students, of all races, that are educated in segregated schools are
harmed, albeit in different ways. Orfield’s work has illustrated the strong academic and
psychosocial benefits of integration on all students from all racial backgrounds. While I
acknowledge that diversity is not universally accepted as an educational good, my research on
school choice in Boston is done with an understanding that diversity within the Boston Public
Schools is important and worth promoting in order to create a thriving school system for all of
Boston’s students.

Personal Background
My interest in education reform and ‘the choice debate’ stems from my own empowering
education experience. From kindergarten through eighth grade, I attended one of the first charter
schools to open in Massachusetts, the South Shore Charter Public School. “Charter,” the name we
affectionately used for our school, was more than simply classrooms, curriculum, teachers and
students. My school community was like a family for me, and I believe that the personal
empowerment and support I gained from this community gave me the confidence and motivation
necessary to succeed as a student. While my experience at a charter school (one of the central
components of the school choice debate) was empowering, I was able to benefit from this public
school choice option while coming from an already established position of privilege: a stable,
upper class family, with two parents with graduate degrees and the financial means to choose from

Choice in the Boston Public Schools

14

various types of schools. My parents had the social capital necessary to understand the opportunity
that this school presented for me, and the social, economic and cultural security to take a chance on
a brand new, recordless, progressive, and community oriented school. Moreover, I understand that
not all students had access to choose this or other schools, and so some students remained behind
in comprehensive high schools that failed to meet their needs.
My own story does have an effect on how I view the school choice debate, but my primary
interest within this work is not to examine the effect that school choice programs have had on the
life stories of individual students. As a beneficiary of school choice, I sympathize in some ways
with the proponents of the policy, and especially those educators who are working relentlessly to
create strong educational institutions in urban, low-income communities. On the other hand, as an
American studies student concentrating on “Institutions and Power in the United States,” I believe
that school choice policies must be examined within the context of the education system as a
whole, as well as our greater society that contains infinite institutional barriers to racial and
economic equity. I wish to examine choice from this larger, institutional perspective, focusing on
the effect that choice policies have on all students, and especially minority students, within
Boston’s public school system.
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In the following chapters I conduct a case study of the Boston Public School’s school
choice program for high school students and use my findings from this case study in order to
participate in the national debate over school choice. I begin by defining key terms within the
school choice debate. Because of the politically charged nature of the debate, I lay out how and
why I use the terminology that comes along with this contentious topic. Following these
definitions, Chapter Two is a literature review that provides an overview of the school choice
debate. This chapter gives readers an understanding of the nation-wide conversation that is
occurring around choice programs, and the ways in which the broader movement to incorporate
choice into public schooling is influencing the Boston Public School System. In Chapter Three I
examine the history of school choice, both nationally and locally. Understanding the historical
moment within which school choice has developed is essential in understanding the relationship
between national education policy, race, and the theoretical and practical components of the choice
debate today. Examining the history of school choice locally, within a city and a school system
that has a unique history laden with racial tension and conflict, further serves to place the current
choice policy in Boston within the context of a society and an education system that remains
racially stratified. Within the local history section I examine data on geographic segregation and
demographic change in Boston, in order to understand the trends in school segregation and student
assignment in relation to the demographic makeup of the city over time. This will allow for a
deeper understanding of the realities of today’s assignment policy and the current data I analyze on
school choice in Boston.
This local history of choice illustrates the ways in which public school choice was used to
avoid mandatory student assignment while integrating the city’s schools. Because I am conducting
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this research with the assumption that racial integration is essential to an equitable school system, I
have taken Boston’s history into account, and have decided to analyze the current school
assignment policy’s effect on racial integration within the BPS system. In Chapter Four I begin by
introducing readers to the choice process in the Boston Public School System. I break down
Boston’s school assignment program for high school students so that readers understand exactly
how students are choosing and, subsequently being assigned, to high schools. I also present a GIS
map of the network of Boston’s high schools in order to illustrate the portfolio of high schools
Boston has accrued while using school choice policies.
In Chapter Five I analyze data on the BPS system as a whole in order to assess the effect of
Boston’s school choice program on racial integration within the school system. This analysis,
conducted using Census data and data from the Massachusetts Department of Education, compares
the distribution of racial groups among all people in Boston, school-age youth within Boston, and
students attending Boston Public schools. The disparity between the two statistics illustrates the
level to which different racial groups are using school choice, predominantly in the form of
residential school choice, private school choice and charter school choice, in order to avoid
sending their child to a school within the Boston Public School System.
I then examine the distribution of racial groups across each high school in Boston in
comparison to geographic segregation within the city, in order to illustrate the effect that the
current school assignment policy is having on integration within the 30 high schools in the BPS. I
have calculated the Index of Dissimilarity for Boston Public High Schools between all of the major
racial groups, and compare this data to the Index of Dissimilarity for the entire population of city
of Boston, based on 2010’s US Census Data. These calculations are done in order to highlight
Boston’s school choice program’s role in creating more integrated or less integrated schools as
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opposed to a system of school assignment based on geography. Chapter Five also includes a GIS

map and neighborhood chart that illustrates the racial breakdown of neighborhoods across the city.
This map is included to summarize the data described above, and give readers a visual image of
how racial groups are distributed across the city. Chapter Five concludes with a discussion of the
future of the BPS school choice system. In this conclusion I take into account about the
sometimes-conflicting ideals of diversity, pluralism, and individual choice in making relevant
policy recommendations as to how the school district could proceed in its reform efforts, and
discussion the important questions that the BPS must consider as they move forward with school
choice.

Choice in the Boston Public Schools
Definitions of Terms
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Before I begin this exploration into school choice in the Boston Public School System, it is
necessary to define terms. Because the debate surrounding school choice is so controversial, and
the concept of choice is vague and can encompass many different phenomena, I have included the
following definitions.

School Choice
School choice is a broad term that can include many different education programs, policies,
and reforms. School choice has long been a component of the American education landscape
through the social practices of residential choice (families taking into account the quality of public
education when deciding where to live) and private school choice (Hill et al., 2002). While these
forms of choice are highly restricted along class and race lines, operating as viable choices for only
certain families, they are nonetheless widely accepted as realities of our education system that are
unlikely to change. Thus, when discussing school choice in terms of education policy, the question
is not whether choice should exist, but instead, in what capacity should choice operate, and for
what purpose (Fuller et al., 1996). Because I seek to evaluate school choice from a policy
standpoint, in this paper choice is used to refer specifically to school choice policies. Usually,
these programs aim to develop a market-based model of competition in education through the
combination of increased parental choice, greater school autonomy, public accountability and
some level of government regulation (Whitty et al., 1998). Parental choice refers to “enhance[d]
opportunity for choice among publicly maintained schools and sometimes the use of public funds
to extend choice into the private sector” (Whitty et al., 1998, pg. 4). Such programs transfer part of
the school district’s traditional role of assigning a child to a particular school (typically based on
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geographic location) to the family, who is given room to express preference for a particular school
placement (P. T. Hill, 2005). Choice programs also often include increased autonomy for
individual schools, and incorporate a variety of different types of schools beyond the traditional
public school into a single school district. When I refer to residential choice and private school
choice, I will specify that I am referring to these social practices, rather than school choice policies
and programs that aim to use market based models to increase parental choice and spur
competition in public schools. In my paper, school choice will refer to choice programs including
voucher programs, magnet schools, public schools with special emphases or facilities, charter
schools, within-district charter schools, pilot schools, and public school choice or open enrollment.

Vouchers
A Voucher is a coupon for a specified amount of money that is given directly to a family
in order to allow those families to send their children to private school. In this paper, vouchers
refer to only publicly funded programs, although vouchers do exist that are provided by private
organizations or donors (Hill et al., 2002). There are a few different types of voucher programs.
A pure voucher system is one in which the government pays for schooling, but does nothing to
provide it (Hill et al., 2002). For example, a school district could eliminate their public school
system, and give each family a $10,000 voucher to pay for some form of private education. This
is the most extreme form of a voucher program, but most proponents of vouchers do not promote
a pure voucher system. Generally, proponents of vouchers call for some type of regulated
voucher system. Within a regulated voucher system the government could, for example, license
schools, provide information about all schools within a voucher program, and manage fair
admission lotteries (Hill et al., 2002).
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Public school choice preserves the concept of the traditional school district, but allows
families to express a preference for the school or schools they would like their child to attend
within that school district (Kahlenberg, 2001). Usually these programs exist in large, urban
school districts, and are often called “open enrollment” or “open choice” programs. Public
school choice programs often require that oversubscribed schools choose among students based
on priorities such as geographic proximity, sibling enrollment, and racial and ethnic balance.
Public school choice includes “option – demand” choice programs, which means that parents and
students must actively seek out choice (Elmore, 1991), and “universal- demand” choice
programs that require all students in the district to actively choose a school (Kahlenberg, 2001).
Although Boston does have an ‘option-demand’ choice program (METCO) when I refer to
“Boston’s choice program” within this paper, I am referring to what could be defined as Boston’s
public school, universal-demand choice program2

Controlled Choice
Controlled choice is similar to public school choice, but the choice program is designed
with a focus on integration. Families prioritize a number of schools they are interested in, and
then the school district takes these preferences into account while controlling for race
(Kahlenberg, 2001; Witte & Clune, 1990). Controlled choice programs were some of the first
public school choice programs enacted during the 1970’s and 1980’s when school districts had to
METCO is a program outside of the school-registration process that parents have to
actively seek out and register their children for. There are limited spots in the program, and
all remaining participants are placed on a waiting list. Boston’s school assignment policy
for all students is a “universal – demand” choice program. In order to register for school,
every family in Boston must create a list of their top choices of schools, and the district tries
to place families in one of the schools on their list.
2
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replaced by socioeconomic status, as choice programs that control for race have been recently
been overturned in the Supreme Court (Bhargava et al., 2008).

Magnet Schools
Magnet schools are public schools with a specialized curriculum or focus. These schools
often concentrate on language, math and science, or the arts, and have become very common in
public education (Hadderman, 2002). Magnet schools are open to all students within a district,
and often use lotteries as admission policies. Magnet schools began to spread across the country,
where they were incorporated into urban school districts in an attempt to stop “white-flight” to
the suburbs and retain middle class students (Fuller et al., 1996). Today, Magnet schools are
relatively uncontroversial, widely accepted components of urban school systems that are said to
give parents more options and meet the needs of diverse student populations within a school
district.

Charter Schools
Charter schools are publicly funded but independently run schools. Charter schools receive
some increased level of autonomy in comparison to a traditional public school, in exchange for
being held accountable for producing certain results set forth in the school’s charter. Charter
schools are open to all students, and enrollment is generally determined based on a lottery. Charter
laws vary widely from state to state. Because this paper focuses on the Boston Public School
System, I will briefly explain how charter schools operate in Massachusetts.
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In Massachusetts, charters can be founded by parents and community leaders who feel that

their education needs are not being met by the district schools. Charter schools operate
independently of local school districts, and oversight is done by the state Board of Elementary and
Secondary Education (BESE). In Massachusetts there are two different types of charter schools,
although both types operate independently of the local school system. A Commonwealth charter
school is a public school operated under a charter granted by the state Board of Education. These
schools operate independently of any school committee and are governed by a board of trustees. A
Horace Mann Charter School is a public school operated under a charter that has been approved by
the local school committee and teachers’ union. The charter is still granted by the state Board of
Education, but must be subsequently approved by the school committee. Furthermore, the local
school committee must approve the school’s yearly budget. The school is operated by a board of
trustees that must be independent of the school committee that approved the charter, although a
member of the school committee may serve on the school’s board of trustees (Massachusetts
Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, 2012).
A new type of Horace Mann charter school, referred to as “in-district” charters, was
recently created in 2009. “In-district” charters are the same as Horace Mann charters in all ways
except that they do not require union support (Massachusetts Department of Elementary and
Secondary Education, 2012). The first two “in-district” charter schools were opened in
Massachusetts within the Boston Public School System in the fall of 2011, including a new “indistrict” charter high school called Boston’s Green Academy.
Charter schools are funded by allocating a portion of the education spending of the district
in which a student is living, based on how much money that district spends on each student.
Districts that host charter schools receive additional aid from the state for 6 years after a student
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transfers to a charter school, in order to compensate for the money that is lost when the per-pupil
funding for that student gets transferred from a traditional public school to a charter school.
Charter schools are overseen by the state, and must have their charter renewed every 5 years.
Overall, there are 72 charter public schools operating in Massachusetts, including 62

Commonwealth charters, eight Horace Mann charters, and two “in-district” charters. In September
2012, seven additional Commonwealth charters are scheduled to be open across the state
(Massachusetts charter public school association, 2011).

Pilot Schools
Pilot Schools are a network of public schools unique to Boston. Pilot schools are given
autonomy over budget, staffing, governance, curriculum/assessment, and the school calendar. This
level of autonomy is granted in order to “provide school leaders with increased flexibility to
organize schools and staffing to best meet students’ needs, while operating within the economy of
scale of a large urban public school district” (Description of the Boston pilot schools network,
2006). Pilot Schools are supposed to be “free of constraints” including teacher’s union contract
work rules, and district policies and mandates.
The Pilot School model was created through a partnership between the Mayor of Boston,
the Boston Teachers Union (BTU), the Boston School Committee and the Superintendent. First
emerging in 1995, pilot schools were originally created in response to the 1994 state legislation
that created first-time charter schools. Fearing a loss of Boston students to charter schools, the
Pilot Schools were designed to increase choice options within the Boston Public School System,
and be “models of educational innovation and to serve as research and development sites for
effective urban public schools” (Description of the Boston pilot schools network, 2006). The
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schools are run by Governing Boards, consisting of the principal, faculty, parent representatives,
community members, and, for high schools, students.
The Boston Pilot School Network describes the four defining characteristics of Boston’s
Pilot schools as autonomous, accountable, personalized, and vision-driven. The Center for
Collaborative Education, a non-profit education organization, serves as the coordination support
and assistance for this network of schools, providing services such as coaching, professional

development, advocacy, research and evaluation (Description of the Boston pilot schools network,
2006). Today in Boston there are 22 Pilot schools, including 1 early learning center, 4 elementary
schools, 5 K-8 schools, 8 high schools, two middle/ high schools, and two K-12 schools.

Traditional Public School
The term traditional public school will refer to schools that are publicly-financed and publiclyrun by local districts, and fall into the “neighborhood” school category in that they do not have
special themes, charters, or pedagogical philosophies but are simply “normal” public schools. In
this paper, the traditional public schools I will refer to in Boston are not technically
neighborhood public schools due to the district’s choice program, but beyond the geographic
reach of these schools, they fit the traditional model for public education in America for the past
century.

Race
Race is a persistent central organizing principle of the United States. There are many who
dismiss the significance of race as a determining factor in American life, arguing that race is
simply a manifestation of some other more important social relationships such as class, or that we
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American politics and life. Racial hierarchies persist today, and these hierarchies strongly correlate
with systems of stratification and inequality. Furthermore, racial hierarchies correspond to unequal
access to democratic instrumentalities and life chances (Winant, 2001, p. 2). Education is just one
of the many systems without our democracy that is racially stratified, and my research is done with
an understanding of the racial hierarchization that occurs within the education system, that, in turn,
operates as a part of the larger, racially stratified society in which we live.
In order to analyze the role that race plays within the world of educational, it is important
to acknowledge that race is a social construct centered on the protection of whiteness as an
exclusive and, supposedly, superior category (Bonilla-Silva, 2006). Sociologists Michael Omi and
Howard Winant (1994) wrote, “The quest to obtain a precise scientific definition of race sustained
debates which continue to rage today. Yet despite [these] efforts… the concept of race has defied
biological definition” (p.64). Understanding that race is not biological, but instead a socially
constructed concept, enables us to see the ways in which the differences among racial groups rely
on the unequal distribution of power, rather than some natural phenomenon. For example, the often
cited “achievement gap” between white and Asian students and their Hispanic and black peers
does not reflect a biological difference between the two groups, but a difference in opportunity and
life circumstances.
Despite the fact that there is general agreement within scholarly communities that race is a
social construct, however, does not mean that society is moving towards a post-racial era. Today,
racial groups are maintained and inequality is reproduced through “new racism” practices that are
“subtle, institutional and apparently nonracial” but that lead to great racial inequalities (BonillaSilva, 2006, p.3). This is certainly the case in education, where local, state and federal education
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policy makers adopt what could be seen as nonracial policies, while the education outcomes tell a
story of vast racial inequalities within the system.
Two examples of apparently non-racial education policies that lead to great racial
inequality that are highly relevant to this case study are public school funding and public school
assignment. Typically, schools receive funding based on property taxes, and students are assigned
to schools based on geographic location. These policies are not inherently racists, but when
examined together, they clearly produce racial inequality. Within the United States today, severe
racial and economic segregation persists between suburbs and cities. The method of distributing
funding to schools based on property taxes leads to the allocation of resources blatantly skewed
along race lines, as the municipal lines between cities and suburbs demarcate racially segregated
areas. Meanwhile, courts have upheld the notion of race-neutral school assignment, denying the
need to consider race when assigning students to schools. This leaves students of different races in
separate schools that receive unequal levels of funding; when allocating resources (school
funding), race is apparent, but in creating student assignment policies, race is “consigned to the
dead past” (Winant, 2001, p.8).
Schools are often championed as the great equalizer, but there are vast inequalities, many
of which are drawn along race lines, that are built into schooling at an institutional level. The vast
majority of schools today are not serving at equalizers, but instead are reinforcing racial (and class)
inequality. Because racism is so persistent across all aspects of American life, when taken as a
whole public education has not been able to make significant progress towards the goal of creating
a more equitable society, and schools are not as meritocratic as they are championed to be. Schools
have, of course, been a part of certain incremental gains. For example, in the post-Brown v. Board
(1954) era, achievements were made in the fight to increase racial equity in public school, and the
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integration of schools that occurred in 1960’s and 1970’s was an essential step towards a more
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equitable society. But it is also important to understand these gains within the framework of our
racialized society that continues to operate through racist structures, institutions and policies. The
changes that occurred post Brown have quickly become a part of the existing system of racial
inequality, and these gains have begun to recede as “race neutral policies” prove not to be race
neutral in practice. Included in this category are some school choice policies that have contributed
to the re-segregation trends seen in public schooling today (Although there continues to be
considerable debate over the segregating or integrating affects of school choice policies). In order
to truly examine education policies, the policies must be studied with an understanding of race as a
persistent, central organizing principal of both our education system and society as a whole.
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The School Choice Debate
The current debate over education reform in the world of education policy centers on the
idea of accountability and market reforms such as choice, school autonomy, incentives, and
competition (Ravitch, 2010a). School choice, a central component of these market model reforms,
questions the role of education as a “public provision that is controlled democratically and heavily
regulated by local, state and feral rules” and instead “assumes a set of private choices by families
and providers, which in the extreme would be unfettered by government interference or
regulation” (Witte, 1998). School choice is not a singular plan, but rather many plans that can
include magnet schools, public schools with special emphases or facilities, charter schools, withindistrict public school choice schemes, pilot schools, and voucher programs (Fuller et al., 1996).
Proponents argue that school choice policies give parents more freedom to decide where and how
their children are educated, create market competition within schooling that will drive all schools
to improve performance, promote innovation in education, facilitate school integration, and
provide alternatives to traditional failing public schools (Fuller et al., 1996). School choice critics
argue that such programs take away students and resources from existing public schools, create a
two-tiered system of public education that produce more segregated schools, leave the most
vulnerable students in weakened traditional public schools, over-emphasize standardized-test
based accountability, and harm community engagement and democratic participation through the
elimination of the neighborhood school.
It is important to note that while market based reforms are the current focus, or trend, in the
world of policy makers, there are also many people in the education world that do not see the
debate over choice, and the structural realities of public education, as the gold standard for school
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strategies to eliminate the underlying causes of poverty and racial isolation, small victories in
education reform will never add up to larger victories that are sustainable over time” (p. 164).
Anyon believes that reformers should focus on deep structural reform that target core issues such
as poverty, rather than on small-scale reform. There are many educators and education reformers
such as Anyon that point to greater systemic societal inequalities, and government policies that
promote these inequalities, as the leading problem in American education.
While scholars like Anyon do exist that argue for deeper structural change, education
scholars in general have focused on efforts that can be made within the field of education to
combat the alarming opportunity gap and improve performance nationwide. Beyond this general
focus on reform, there is a wide spectrum of opinions on the merits of school choice as a method
of improving public education and combating the achievement gap. Choice advocates point out
that school choice already exists across the country today in the form of private school choice and
residential choice, as well as in the public school system through magnet schools and exam schools
(Hill et al., 2002). These advocates argue that because choice in this form is so firmly established
within American education, choice is inevitable. Therefore, education structures need to harness
the power of market in order to use competition and choice to improve education nationwide (Hill
et al., 2002; Chubb & Moe, 1990; Tooley, 2005). In order to do this, pro-choice reformers are
promoting increased choice through policies that support charter schools, government funded
voucher programs, increased autonomy for public schools within a district, and student assignment
based on parental choice rather than geography.
Education Historian Diane Ravitch (2010a) called the school choice model of reform the
“Left – Right” approach in that it caters to the pedagogical left by promoting progressive
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business community and market- oriented right through the support of individual choice and
school accountability. This “Left- Right” approach has gained political traction in recent years, as
seen in the recent passing of a school choice based provision of No Child Left Behind in the House
of Representatives in September 2011. In a 365 to 54 vote, the House passed The Empower
Parents through Quality Charter Schools Act, which supports the expansion of charter schools
nation wide through changes the existing federal grant program that provides start up money for
charter schools and the addition of some “quality control provisions” to the program (Dillon,
2011). While a thorough reform of No Child Left Behind is stalled in Congress, school choice
programs are moving forward with relative ease.
Much of the ‘school choice debate’ is centered around the effect that choice based
programs such as charter schools have on issues of educational equity, including school
segregation and equal access to choice schools (Whitty, 1997). Authors such as Diane Ravitch
(2010) have argued that choice is inequitable, undermines traditional public schools and threatens
our democracy through the movement towards the privatization of America’s education system
(Lowe, 1992; Billingsley, 1994, Linda-Darling Hammond, 1992). Choice advocates have argued,
however, that every child deserves opportunity to access a quality education and the state has an
obligation to support that aspiration even if it means going outside of the transitional public system
(Glazer, 1982; James & Levin, 1983; Goldring, 1991). Still other choice advocates have gone
further. Authors such as Sheldon Richman, editor of The Freeman and senior fellow at The Future
of Freedom Foundation have argued that market-based school choice reform does not go far
enough to eliminate government administration of schools, and “any interference is excessive if
our objective is the best possible educational environment” (Chubb & Moe, 1990; Forster &
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Thompson, 2011, p.91; Tooley, 2005). Education reformers can be found that hold opinions on
choice in general, and specific types of choice in particular, across the spectrum.

Education consultant John E. Chubb and political scientist Terry M. Moe have been two of
the most influence pro- school choice, pro-market education reforms. Their groundbreaking book
promoting school choice was titled Politics, Markets and America’s Schools (1990). This book
took an ideological stance against the school reforms of the 1980’s that Chubb and Moe argued
were destined to fail because they felt that government, the very institution that was supposed to
solve the problem, was actually creating the problem in education. Chubb and Moe reasoned that
the elimination of government control over education through school voucher programs would
lead to market-based competition between schools, and that would ultimately improve the quality
of all schools. This book made a significant impact on the world of education policy, as seen
through President George H W Bush’s embrace of the voucher idea during the early 1990’s, as
well as George W Bush’s unsuccessful push for the incorporation of vouchers into the No Child
Left Behind Act of 2001.
There have also been many scholars who refute the notion of market-based competition as
a force to improve education. In education professor Geoffrey Waldford’s (2006) book Markets
and Equity in Education he argued against the neo-liberal notion that education can be thought of
like a consumer good, because unlike consumer goods the quality of an education is not
immediately evident, and once education is “purchased” it is difficult and costly to change
supplier. Waldford went further in refuting the notion of market-based competition in education by
arguing that education is distinctly different because it is not just the primary customer--the student
and their family--who is affected, but employers, the state, and society in general. There are
multiple stakeholders, Waldford argued, who all receive benefits from education. Therefore,

Choice in the Boston Public Schools

education is not a marketable good but a moral undertaking involving all of society (Walford,
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2006).
M.W Apple, critical education theorist, has also argued against utilizing the market- model
in education. Apple (2004) wrote that market solutions actually serve to reproduce, rather than
subvert, traditional hierarchies of class and race. This is significant considering the biggest
“crisis”3 in education today is the opportunity gap, which is drawn along race and class lines. If
the market is failing to eliminate, or even furthering, this gap, critics have argued, how could it
have a net positive effect in terms of education performance in this country? Apple (2004) also
argued that when the market is involved, more time and energy is spent on promoting the image of
a good school, and less time is spent on pedagogic and circular substance (Apple, 2004).
In 2002 Stanford University’s Hoover Institution task force on K – 12 Education, The
Koret Task Force, published a compilation of pro-choice essays titled Choice with Equity. This
work, edited by Paul T. Hill, reinforced Chubb and Moe’s original argument for voucher programs
designed to use market forces in its favor to strengthen education. After a decade of criticism over
the stratifying effect that unregulated vouchers could have on America’s education system, Terry
Moe, in his contribution to this collection, promoted choice through highly regulated voucher
programs. This time, Moe argued that choice could not be a free for all. Instead, rules must be
formed that will keep schools honest, ensure that all families get the information they need to make
informed choices, and prevent certain families from monopolizing the best resources. Moe also
argued that regulated vouchers could be used to target the most vulnerable students, which would

Crisis is in quotations here in order to emphasize the alarmist rhetoric that is currently
employed by education reformers, including school choice advocates and detractors, in
promoting the need for their various school reform initiatives. The quotes do not indicate
that American education is not actually facing difficult problems and challenges, but are
simply used to emphasize the current nature of the debate.
3
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enable these students to benefit from such a program. While this stance could be seen as slightly
more moderate than those arguing for unregulated vouchers, the editors of the compilation

maintained support only for voucher models of school choice, and dismissed public school choice
models as “unlikely either to change the kinds of schools made available or to give parents many
real options” (Hill et al., 2002, p.3). Moe argued that regulated voucher programs fall somewhere
between those programs that would give the government complete control and those that give the
market free reign, and thus represent a healthy compromise in ‘the school choice debate.’
John F Witte’s (1998) seminal assessment of the nation’s first voucher program in
Milwaukee (A regulated voucher program) was a nuanced examination of a regulated voucher
program similar to the one Moe (2002) advocated for. Those in favor of vouchers tend to cite
studies that prove a private school advantage as proof that such programs will improve education
(Chubb & Moe, 1990; Bryk et al., 1996). Those opposed to voucher programs tend to cite studies
that prove a public school advantage or no difference at all, in arguing that vouchers will not raise
education performance (Gamoran, 1996; Goldhaber, 1996; Driscoll, 1993). Witte took these
arguments into consideration, along with the fact that students who attend private schools tend to
be white and upper middle class, in his assessment of the effects of the Milwaukee voucher
program. The author found that the vouchers provided an opportunity for some poor families,
whose children were not doing will in public schools to obtain an alternative education. He also
found, however, that this was only due to the strict limits of Milwaukee’s program. Witte (1998)
argued that an unlimited voucher program would most likely benefit a population that reflects the
current private school population (white, upper middle class students.)
Amy Stuart-Wells also challenged Chubb and Moe, and the pro-market camp, in their
promotion of voucher programs and critique of bureaucracy in her book Time to Choose: America
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at the Crossroads of School Choice Policy (1993). Wells pointed out that it was not a lack of

34

competition in education that created bureaucracies or the decline of urban education, as urban
school systems have been competing with suburban school districts and private schools for over
five decades. Furthermore, in this book Wells (1993) actually makes an over argument for
bureaucracy, arguing that it establishes important guidelines that ensure all students receive the
educational services they are entitled to by law. This argument for bureaucracy stands in stark
contrasts to choice proponents such as Chubb and Moe, and can be viewed as an unapologetic
stance for the role of government in public education.
While much of the school choice debate has focused on voucher programs, educators such
as Richard Kahlenberg (2001), author and Senior Fellow at The Century Foundation, have
embraced public school choice as a model of school choice in his book All Together Now:
Creating Middle Class Schools Through Public School Choice. Kahlenberg promoted
socioeconomic integration of America’s public schools through the creation of “common school”
controlled choice program. He proposed that each school district use a model of controlled choice
based on socioeconomic status instead of race. Kahlenberg argued that through a mechanism of
public school choice, all schools in the United States could be predominantly middle class, which
would strengthen all schools and provide higher quality education for all students.
Gary Orfield’s research at The Civil Rights Project has found, however, that while
programs that control for socio-economic status are somewhat effective, they often lead to greater
racial segregation amongst schools in comparison to controlled choice programs that control for
race. While this may be the case, Orfield practically noted that in today’s legal climate, in which as
recently as 2007 the Supreme Court ruled against three race conscious school assignment plans,

Choice in the Boston Public Schools

35

Kahlenberg’s model of controlled choice is a good option for districts that wish to use choice to
combat geographic segregation and integrate schools.

Authors Timothy W Young and Evans Clinchy (1992) also supported controlled choice in
the form of alternative and magnet school programs in their book Choice in Public Education.
These authors argued that we need public schools where parents can choose the kind of school
they want for their children, and educators can choose the kind of public schooling they which to
practice. In Choice in Public Education, Young and Clinchy (1992) suggested that if public
schools hope to slow the movement toward private education, the loss of 25 – 40% of
economically disadvantaged and underachieving students who drop out, and the economically
advantaged students who go to private schools, they must adopt choice. The authors also argued
that choice will inspire parents to be more involved parents, and will create room for competition,
which promotes accountability (Young & Clinchy, 1992).
Ann Bastian (1992), Senior Program Officer at the New World Foundation, argued against
public school choice, warning school districts to be cautious of choice programs that only improve
a limited number of schools like magnet schools and specialty schools. Bastian (1992) argued that
these schools may be models of innovation, but in the context of “a fiscal crisis and polarized
resources [they] are more likely to end up as isolated refuges for the lucky, the adamant and by
design, the privileged”(Lowe & Minor, p.25). Bastian’s (1992) primary conclusion was that there
is no shortcut to creating good schools, and that if universally good public education is to be
established in this country, government and community support must sustain this enormous
undertaking.
Bastian’s comments focused on the issue of competition, and the role that it should play in
public education. Usually in a competition, someone wins and someone looses (as seen in the
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America’s view of what education is, and the shape that schooling takes. Anthony Kelly (2007)
discussed the effect that the competition that comes along with choice policies has on public
schooling in his book School Choice and Student Well-Being: Opportunity and Capability in
education (2007). Kelly wrote that once choice is established, there are bad schools and good
schools, whereas previously there was only a good school, and this has a negative effect on
students’ well being (Kelly, 2007).
Authors have argued that competition between schools creates winning and loosing
institutions, promotes the few and the privileged over the many, and naturally entices
aspirant parents to seek out the ‘chosen’ schools over the ‘bad’ schools (Whitty et al., 1998;
Gorard, 1999; Fecho, 2001). Instead of seeing schools as a place where a variety of abilities and
programs to serve those different abilities can coexist, aspirant (majority white, middle-class)
parents now send their children to institutions that have successful track records (Kelly, 2007).
Those against choice have argued that this way of thinking about schools results in the further
isolation those children who have to (or choose to) ‘go local.’ This issue of isolation of races in
relation to school choice is discussed in the following section

The School Choice Debate and Segregation
The issue of school segregation factors heavily into ‘the school choice debate.’ In the past
two decades, schools have become increasingly more segregated as the courts have eliminated
most student assignment policies that use race as a determining factoring in assigning students to
school. These resegregation trends coincide with the increased popularity of school choice. Within
the school choice debate, many scholars argue that choice can diminish student diversity within
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public school systems and between public and private schools. These authors note, however, that
the form that choice takes and the regulations governing choice plans play an important role in

determining the segregating effects of each program (Lacireno-Paquet, et al., 2002; Frankenberg &
Lee, 2003; Whitty, 1997). Others scholars have argued that because urban school systems are
already segregated, more choice is not likely to promote further segregation, and that families of
color deserve the same level of choice as white, middle-class families (Arons, 1989; Barnes, 1997;
Smith, 1996).
Within the group of authors that see choice as having an effect on the diversity of students
within school systems, there is a range of opinions on what those effects may be. Ball et al. (1994)
argued in Market Forces and Parental Choice that middle class parents are more likely to have
“the knowledge, skills and contacts to decode and manipulate what are increasingly complex and
deregulated systems of choice and recruitment, as well as move their children around the system”
(p. 19). These authors argued that choice has an inherently stratifying effect along class lines
(which tend to reflect divisions along race lines as well). Other authors have argued that without
safeguards such as the establishment of equal access to transportation, information, and
admissions, the expansion of school choice often coincides with the increased segregation of
students and schools by race, social class, gender, ability and language (Fuller et al., 1996; Wells et
al., 2000). These authors have left room for the possibility of school choice when coupled with
safeguards and a high degree of government regulation, as seen in Orfield’s support of controlled
choice programs that use socio-economic status to ensure diversity within public schools.
Broadly put, proponents of school choice argue that increased choice promotes diversity,
while opponents of choice argue that choice has a stratifying effect and serves to further segregate
an already segregated education system. In recent years as choice programs have been in place
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have been used to both promote school choice as an equitable model of reform, and to expose
school choice as an inequitable, stratifying phenomenon. Many of these studies are done with the
intention of finding proof for beliefs that are already firmly established, rather than producing
unbiased, quality studies. More nuanced research, which has largely revealed the importance of
context, has been lost or ignored amid these rancorous debates (Scott, 2005).
The traditional and most commonly used measure of segregation is the Index of
Dissimilarity (D). In terms of school segregation, D measures whether one group is distributed
across schools in the metropolitan area in the same way as another group. If all schools had the
same racial composition, D would have a value of 0. In a situation of complete segregation (for
example, if one school was all black, while another was all white) D would have a value of 100.
Usually, values between 0 – 30 are interpreted as a low level of segregation, values between 30 –
55 are interpreted as moderate segregation, and values above 55 are considered extreme levels of
segregation (Logan et al., 2003). This measure does not take into account the relative size of
different populations, but instead simply considers whether the population that does exist is
distributed evenly among schools, neighborhoods, or any other body of people.
Another common way to measure segregation is exposure indices. These refer to the
racial/ethnic composition of a neighborhood or a school where the average member of a given
group lives, or enrolls (Logan, 2011). The index of Isolation is an exposure index that measures the
exposure of the group to itself. For example, in Boston, the index of Isolation for blacks, according
to data from the 2010 Census, was 50.9. That is to say, the average black person lived in a census
track that was 50.9% black. Another exposure index measures exposure to other groups. This data
ranges from 0 to 100, with a larger value indicating that the average group member lives in an area
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with a higher percentage of persons from the other groups. For example, in Boston the black-white
exposure index was 20, meaning the average black person lives in a census tract where 20% of the
residents are white (Logan, 2011).
While these measures of desegregation are widely used within the world of education
reform, there is still significant debate as to how these measures should be used in evaluating
school choice. It is no surprise that educators on all sides of the school choice debate have found
ways to use statistical measures of racial diversity to reinforce their position on the role of school
choice in school integration/ segregation. For example, Jay P. Greene, author and Senior Fellow at
the Manhattan Institute’s Education Research Office, used a data-driven analysis to argue that
better integration is a function of removing the constraints on choosing schools, not on imposing
regulation (Scott, 2005). Greene argued that measures of diversity such as the Index of
Dissimilarity and the Index of Exposure that are frequently used to illustrate the segregating effects
of school choice are inaccurate and fail to accurately capture the relationship between choice and
diversity.
Greene maintained that these measures only capture integration by measuring how evenly
groups are distributed within a school system, and do not take into account comparisons between
schools and the broader community in which they are located. For example, a school district that is
98% white would receive the highest Dissimilarity score possible, even while it was located next
to a district that was 98% minority. Greene would like studies to consider race beyond the
municipal lines that divide public school districts, because town and city boundaries often denote
the starkest racial divides. What is more, Greene argued that the Indexes of Dissimilarly and
Exposure are further skewed because they don’t take into account segregation within schools
through programs such as tracking. This argument is significant because tracking programs exist at
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higher rates in public schools than private schools4. Greene’s thesis was that when these details are
considered, private schools prove more racially diverse than public schools. Greene measured
integration in this study through a comparison of private schools and public schools, and
concluded that private school students, including students participating in Cleveland and
Milwaukee voucher programs, were in racially less homogenous classrooms than their peers in
public schools. He attributed this finding to the fact that private schools are not restricted by
racially segregated geographic attendance zones, and argues that school choice programs will have
an integrating effect because they overcome geographic segregation.
However, Professors of Education Sean F. Reardon and John T. Yun at Stanford University
and University of California, Santa Barbara respectively, interpreted the relationship between
choice and diversity differently. In 2003 Reardon and Yun conducted an analysis of national public
and private school data. Based on this data, the authors found that private schools have more Black
– White segregation, but that public schools had more Latin – White segregation. The authors also
found that 59% of students in private schools attend racially homogenous schools, while 43% of
public school students attend racially homogenous schools (Scott, 2005). Significantly, the authors
found that white students are overrepresented in private schools; white private school enrollment
rates are higher at all income levels than those of Black and Latinos. Their data also showed that
the majority of private schools enroll most of their students in the central city, which are areas with
high proportion of minority students. This study found that white families were already taking
advantage of school choice to avoid public schools in central cities (that are often minoritymajority schools) at a statistically higher rate than their economic equivalents in other racial
groups. The majority of public school choice programs are implemented in central cities, so this
Private school admissions offices typically perform a form of tracking as well, before
students enter the school, through their decision to accept or reject individual students.
4
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finding is significant in the debate over who is, and will be able to take advantage of public school
choice programs in urban areas. Reardon and Yun concluded that private schools are not an answer
to the intensifying racial isolation in public schools, and the nature of private school choice and
segregation must be considered when considering the future of school choice programs. These are
just two of the many studies on school choice and diversity, that use and interpret data in different
ways in order to argue for and against choice. While is clear that there is no single statistic or
statistical measure that will conclude the choice debate, using quantitative, empirical evidence
certainly adds substance to what can be at times a largely ideological, polarizing debate.

The School Choice Debate and Charter Schools
Although vouchers and public school choice programs are significant components of the
school choice debate, charter schools have recently gained national attention and are now the hotly
debated component of school choice. Charter schools have grown in numbers through the 1990’s
and 2000’s, and, at their current growth rate, charter schools could educate every student enrolled
in the public education system in America 40 years from now (Curto et al., 2010). The promotion
of charter schools and school choice policies have recently gained attention and support through
two major documentaries, Davis Guggenheim’s 2010 film Waiting For ‘Superman’ and Madeleine
Sackler’s 2010 film The Lottery. These films promoted successful charter schools in low-income,
largely minority districts with failing schools and reached large general audiences. Both films
argued for market-based reforms and greater family choice. The films portrayed teacher unions
and the bureaucratic system of school governance that exists today as the antithesis of choice and
market based reforms, and the primary obstacle holding back effective education reform. Both
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equitable public school system that finally serves minority students.
Despite these films popularity with the general public, they received tremendous direct
critique from education scholars and reforms. For example, prominent education historian Diane
Ravitch criticized Waiting for ‘Superman’ for its presentment of American education as a failed
enterprise that chronically overspends, underperforms, and is controlled by bureaucrats and
teachers unions. In a review of the film, Ravitch (2010b) argued that Guggenheim’s story glosses
over the vast disadvantages of poverty, homelessness, joblessness, poor nutrition, and absent
parents while playing up the importance of quality teachers as the single greatest factor that will
shape a student’s academic success. Ravitch (2010b) cited a study by University of Washington
Economist Dan Goldbaber that found that 60% of achievement is explained by non-school factors
such as family income, in her argument that America’s schools and teachers are being unfairly
attacked for the greater societal problems that create the true barriers to learning. Ravitch also
argued that the film falsely represents charter schools as the gold standard in public education,
when charter schools success rate is similar, if not lower to the success rate of traditional public
schools.
This is not the first time that Diane Ravitch’s writing has exposed the less publicized
realities of choice programs such as charter schools. In The Death and Life of the Great American
School System: How Testing and Choice are Undermining Education, Ravitch (2010a) argued that
school choice polices have a stratifying effect on society, dividing schools and students along
racial and socioeconomic lines. In Ravitch’s opinion, as charter schools increase, a two-tiered
system of public education is being created. Within this stratified system less vulnerable students
attend “choice” schools while needier students with less involved parents stay in weakened
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inequality. What is more, she argued that test results show charter schools are failing to increase
student performance, and that, statistically speaking, charter schools are largely mediocre schools.
A report published in 2009 by the Center for Research on Education Outcomes (CREDO) at
Stanford University on charter schools in 16 different states confirms Ravitch’s argument. The
study found that only 17% of charter schools reported academic gains that were better than their
traditional public school counterparts, while 37% of charter schools reported gains that were
actually worse than their traditional public school counterparts (WWC review of the report
"multiple choice: Charter school performance in 16 states", 2010).
Beyond CREDO’s study on charter schools, UCLA’s “The Civil Rights Project” provides
us with further evidence on the stratifying effects of charter schools. Contradictory to the popular
narrative on charter schools, The Civil Rights Project’s 2010 report, Choice Without Equity:
Charter School Segregation and the Need for Civil Rights Standards, found that charter schools
actually increase segregation. This report found that, although there are some effective choice
programs, many choice programs “increase stratification and inequality” (Frankenberg et al. 2012).
The Civil Rights Project concluded that in general, charter schools are neither diverse nor
remarkable, although the effectiveness of choice programs depends largely on how they are
designed. The findings of this study illustrate the less publicized side of the charter school
movement, and highlight the harmful effect that many choice programs are having on issues of
education equity including segregation and equal educational opportunities.
Despite the emerging evidence that choice programs such a charter schools may be
harmful to educational equity, there continues to be strong support for the theory of school choice
as a path to public education reform. This can be seen through work such as the 2011 book
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Freedom and School Choice in American Education, a compilation of essays by 10 prominent proschool choice reformers. Despite the largely ideological nature of ‘the choice debate’ and a lack of
hard evidence proving that school choice is either effective or equitable in reforming schools,
support for choice programs is being translated into widespread adoption of school choice policies
within struggling urban school districts with weak test results, and a push on the federal, state, and
local level to incorporate school choice policies into education reform initiatives.
While there are a plethora of theories, opinions and studies on school choice in general,
there is less information on the school choice policy within the Boston Public School System
specifically. It is widely understood that local context and the specific structure of choice policies
within that context have a profound effect on the efficacy and efficiency of choice programs.
Given this reality, it is necessary to examine case specific arguments for and against school choice.
As my work will focus on choice within the Boston Public School System, I will now analyze the
literature that exists on Boston’s choice program in order to understand the current choice debate
on a local level.

The School Choice Debate in Boston
A 2009 study prepared for the Boston Foundation, Informing the Debate: Comparing
Boston’s Charter, Pilot and Traditional Schools, addressed many of the arguments that come up in
the national school choice debate through an analysis on Boston’s schools. The study found that
charter schools appear to have a consistently positive impact on student achievement in all MCAS
subjects in both middle and high schools in comparison to the “overall lottery group,” or the group
of students who entered the charter school lottery (some of whom attended traditional or Pilot
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positive effect (Abdulkadiroglu et al., 2009).
The Boston Foundation study also addressed the issue of charter schools “skimming” from
urban school districts. This notion of skimming reflects many of the concerns within the national
debate over choice, that these programs will stratify school districts and separate more advantaged
students from less advantaged students. This study found that, when comparing the charter school
population to the overall population of Boston Public Schools, Boston charter schools have a
higher percentage of black students, a lower percentage of Hispanic students, and a population of
students less likely to be eligible for free or reduced-price lunch or to be “English Language
Learners” than students in traditional public schools. Incoming middle and high school charter
students also had substantially higher test scores in Math and English Language Arts in the school
year prior to their enrollment than their public school peers (Abdulkadiroglu et al., 2009) These
characteristics were found to be the same, however, for the “overall lottery group” that was not
given a spot at a charter school. Thus the results did indicate a certain level of “skimming,” but
also indicated that students in Boston charter schools are outperforming their peers of similar
characteristics that remained in traditional public schools.
Professors of Education Vilsa Curto and Roland Fryer and Professor of Economics Megan
Howard argued in “It May Not Take a Village” that the findings of the Boston Foundation’s study
on Boston’s charter schools are a commentary on the “impact of mainly high-quality schools on
above-average students in low-quality environments” (Curto et al., 2010, p. 10). Based on the
Boston study and others, their article optimistically concluded that it may not take the
transformation of the state of poverty and racial inequality, but simply a good school, to change the
trajectory of a student’s life (Curto et al., 2010). The authors can be viewed as generally supportive
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of school choice programs, while they leave room for the support of both a market-based approach
or a more nuanced combination of choice and traditional public schools. Diane Ravitch (2010a),
however, argued that The Boston Foundation study simply shows successful charter schools
(which in this case refers to Boston’s charter schools) are very successful, and does not speak to
charter schools or choice overall as an effective reform strategy. Curto, Fryer and Howard, as well
as Ravitch, used The Boston Foundation study towards their larger arguments on school choice,
instead of using this important work to analyze choice within the context specific setting of the
Boston Public School System.
The Boston Foundation’s study goes far to address the effect that Boston’s choice
programs are having on achievement, but does not focus on the effect that these programs are
having on integration. John Logan, Deirdre Oakley, and Jacob Stowell (2003) addressed the issue
of segregation in Boston’s schools in their article Segregation in Neighborhoods and Schools.
These authors studied statistics on neighborhood and school segregation from 1990 – 2000 in
Boston. The authors found that there was significant geographic and education segregation within
the greater metropolitan area of Boston. Within the city proper, neighborhoods were highly
segregated. The most noticeable segregation, however, was between the city and the suburbs.
Despite the neighborhood segregation within the city of Boston, the authors found that schools
were reasonably well integrated when compared to the city’s demographics, which they argued
was due to the aggressive desegregation efforts that were undertaken in the 1970’s and 1980’s.
Between 1950 and 1990, the white population in Boston declined by more than half, from
758,700 to 338, 900 (Bluestone & Stevenson, 2000). This large exodus of white families from the
city in recent decades has left suburban segregation in the Boston area at a level seen only in a few
other spots in the country such as Detroit and Milwaukee. Logan, Oakley and Stowell (2003)
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argued that because of this suburban segregation, integration of minority students of different races
and ethnicities within the city means very little when the vast majority of white students in the
greater Boston area attend highly segregated suburban schools (Logan et al., 2003). This study
primarily focused on segregation between white versus minority students because this
measurement of segregation maps neatly with resource distribution in the greater Boston area. The
authors were not making an argument about cultural or social segregation in this paper, but rather
material segregation, as it plays out through segregated schools.
Significantly in terms of the school choice debate, the authors found that from 1990 to
2000, the percent of white students within the city decreased from 23.5% to 13.6% of the school
district’s total enrollment (Logan et al., 2003). This figure has remained relatively constant in the
past decade; in 2011, 13% of BPS students were white (Boston Public Schools at a glance 2010 2011.2011). Meanwhile, between 1990 and 2000, segregation within the BPS jumped noticeably,
as seen in a significant increase in the Index of Dissimilarity between black and white students
from 32.8 to 45.1 (Logan et al., 2003). This jump in segregation coincided with the 2000 School
Committee’s decision to transfer from controlled choice to an open-choice assignment plan in
which race is no longer considered when assigning students to schools.
From the time when this study was conducted 11 years ago, Boston has implemented more
choice into its system. Because Boston publicly claims to use choice as a mechanism to both
prevent white flight and to increase education equity, the findings of this study on segregation
inside the BPS, and between Boston and the surrounding suburbs, are significant. While Boston’s
elimination of controlled choice was made in part to prevent the courts from ruling against
Boston’s program (for using race as a factor in school assignment), it can also be seen as a shift on
the part of the BPS from a choice program designed to be a mechanism for creating a more
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equitable school system, to a choice program designed to be a mechanism to prevent white flight.
In giving parents the freedom to choose schools in a way that mirrors the choices that white,
middle class families have through the social practices of private school choice and residential

choice, schools within a district could become racially and economically stratified. Logan, Oakely
and Stowell’s (2003) findings illustrated this outcome through data on the increase level of
segregation within the BPS in the decade following the elimination of controlled choice. As the
number of differing types of schools increases in Boston and families gain even more choice, this
study needs to be followed up with current data on segregation between white and minority
students inside and outside the BPS in order to understand the effects that choice is having on the
Boston Public Schools.
Moving beyond the two studies mentioned above, there is considerable room for an indepth analysis of Boston’s school choice policy. The current school reform in Boston, led by
Superintendent Dr. Carol Johnson, includes the “Pathway to Excellence” program that is closing,
consolidating, and relocating schools, while new Horace Mann Charter schools are simultaneously
opening their doors as in-district charter schools for the first time. What is more, there are more
“turnaround” schools that may be closed or “reconstituted” by the 2012 – 2013 school year
(Acceleration agenda, 2009 - 2014: A five year strategic direction to transform the Boston public
schools. 2009). While school choice has existed in Boston since 1987, today more than ever school
choice-based reform is affecting the lives of the city’s school-age children. Choice has become
even more significant today due to the increase number of Boston Public high schools in general,
the increase number of autonomous high schools in particular (many of which require separate
applications), and the student assignment program that requires every students to choose at least 5
high schools. As the district moves forward with choice based reform, it is important that we
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shaping an equitable, diverse, and high achieving school district that provides opportunities for all
students in Boston.
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The History of Choice
Before the turn of the 20th century, education was a local affair in which communities of
parents, teachers and local politicians had the freedom, as well as the responsibility, to shape
their local schools (Chubb & Moe, 1990). Then in the early 1900’s during the progressive era,
institutional reforms began to revolutionize education. Some cite this era as the beginning of the
professionalization of America’s public school system. Well known educations scholars and
proponents of school choice John E. Chubb and Terry M. Moe, however, have presented the
1900’s as the era in which school diversity and autonomy were lost, while little of value was
gained. These authors argued that the professional, bureaucratic system was designed to take
control out of politicians’ hands, but ended up giving undue influence to special interest groups
including specific business interests, bureaucrats and education professionals (Chubb & Moe,
1990). Proponents of school choice often site the development of a large bureaucratic system,
vulnerable to special interests, as the single greatest factor that has led America’s education
system astray.
Education Professors Bruce Fuller, Richard Elmore and Gary Orfield (1996), however,
argued that during the first half of the 20th century the big, uniform social institution of the
school was effective in providing a democratic and equitable form of social support. These
authors praised the standardization of this era, which they argue was able to support the
increasing demands that diversity was placing on urban school districts (Fuller et al., 1996). The
debate over how to interpret the history of American education continues today. The different
interpretations of the history of education reform, and specifically choice, put forward by
prominent voices in the choice debate such as Chubb and Moe, Ravitch, and Fuller, Elmore and
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education formalization and bureaucratization is viewed is shaped by, and greatly shapes the way
in which the school choice debate is understood today.
While opinions still vary on the effectiveness of the bureaucratic system of public
education in the first half of the twentieth century, resistance to the “big government” system
began to appear in the 1950’s and 1960’s. In 1955, Milton Friedman wrote The Role of
Government in Education, which questioned the growth of governmental responsibility in
education and introduced the idea of market competition into the education sector (Ravitch,
2010a). This essay is often cited as the foundation of the school choice movement, but in 1955
the nation was not ready to abandon government control of schooling and implement a marketbased approach. Following the Soviet Union’s 1957 launch of Sputnik, the national government,
ridden with worries of Russian competition and U.S. inferiority, focused its attention sharply on
the quality of public education. The National Defense Education Act (1958) increased the
financial and policy shaping role of the federal government in education, with the ultimate goal
of improving student achievement in math and science in order to compete with the Soviet Union
(Chubb & Moe, 1990).
While the nation did not embrace Milton Friedman’s idea of market competition, school
choice programs did begin to appear in the second half of the 1950’s. These “choice” programs,
appeared almost exclusively in the south in response to the Supreme Court’s landmark Brown v.
Board of Education of Topeka (1954) decision and the subsequent Brown v. Board of Education
II (1955) decision mandating that schools be desegregated “with all deliberate speed”
(McPherson, 2011). Following the court ordered desegregation of schools, “schools of choice”
programs allowed parents to voluntarily send their children to a “school of their choice” with the
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2011, p.468). Other districts adopted voluntary, choice based programs in which black students
were given the option of transferring between two racially separate systems of schooling. These
programs placed the onus of desegregation solely on the black students, and typically only a
small proportion of students made such transfers (Fuller et al., 1996). Such choice policies could
not be used to entirely avoid school integration, as courts often ordered local districts to prove
that they no longer had segregated schools. These court cases took decades to be resolved,
however, and with resolutions pending local districts continued to use choice programs to
maintain a racially segregated public education systems for decades after the Brown ruling.
In 1964, after a full decade after Brown, virtually no progress having been made towards
desegregation. The, under the leadership of President Lyndon B Johnson, Congress enacted
President Kennedy’s proposed legislation prohibiting racial discrimination in all programs
receiving federal aid, including schools (Bhargava et al., 2008). The Civil Rights Act (1964) laid
the groundwork for greater federal enforcement of school desegregation and the NAACP used
this act as a foundation to develop court cases mandating desegregation of public school systems.
Despite school choice programs’ history of segregation, however, they persisted throughout the
1960’s in various forms. Some choice programs were even implemented under court-ordered
desegregation plans that required all students within a school district to express school
preference and for schools to accept transfer requests and provide transportation to all students.
These programs still did not succeed in desegregating schools, however, leaving most schools
highly segregated.
Then in 1968 the Supreme Court ruled that “freedom of choice” programs unfairly placed
the burden of integration on black students in the Charles C. Green V. County School Board of

Choice in the Boston Public Schools

New Kent County, Virginia (1968) decision. This decision defined for the first time what

53

desegregation required, including “the elimination of all traces of a school’s system’s prior
segregation” including student assignment methods (Bhargava et al., 2008, p.6). The court had
finally placed the affirmative duty on school boards to abolish the dual systems of public
schooling that had persisted for nearly 15 years since the Brown rulings. In 1971, the Supreme
Court went farther in its support of desegregation with the Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg
Board of Education decision. This decision gave the lower courts supervising desegregation the
right to order the use of transportation (busing) to achieve desegregated student assignment. The
court rejected the notion that it was not the responsibility of the school district to desegregate
because segregated schools happen to correspond with segregated neighborhoods, and
established the practice of mandatory busing (Scott, 2005). In 1973 through the Keyes v. School
District No. 1 decision, the court extended school desegregation obligations to systems outside
the South that, though they may not have had dual systems of schooling for black and white
children, used discriminatory policies to segregate students. This decision spread desegregation
to all corners of the country, and set the stage for desegregation rulings such as the Boston ruling
in the case of Morgan v. Hennigan (1974) (Bhargava et al., 2008).
In response to desegregation mandates, northern cities began to employ school choice in
the mid 1970’s in an effort to desegregate public schools. Magnet schools, which first emerged
in Cincinnati and Milwaukee in the mid 1970’s, were created in order to “achieve desegregation
and hold onto their rapidly fleeing middle-class white populations” (Fuller et al., 1996, p.5).
Congress’s desegregation assistance program funded these magnet schools, even though white
parents have proven to be more likely to choose magnet programs than ethnic-minority parents
(Fuller et al., 1996). Although magnet programs have grown in number and popularity since the
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effects within public school systems (Goldring & Smrekar, 2000). In many northern cities such
as Boston, these school choice programs never actually reflected an honest effort on the part of
local school committees to integrate schools. In cities such as Boston where this was the case,
court-ordered mandatory reassignment plans were eventually put in place to desegregate schools.
As cities in the Northeast began to integrate their schools, white families began to move
out of the city in large numbers, a phenomenon known as “white flight”. Although mandatory
reassignment certainly played a role in white flight, it is important to note, as Amy Stuart Wells
and Robert L. Crain point out in their essay “Where School Desegregation and School Choice
Collide,” a myriad of factors contributed to white flight, and cities without mandatory
assignment plans also experienced the exodus of while middle class families during the 1970’s
(Scott, 2005). Furthermore, there had already been considerable movement of whites to the
suburbs in the previous two decades, and this “flight” was in many ways a continuation of that
trend. Meanwhile, while mandatory reassignment was taking place within cities, the Supreme
Court ruled in Milliken v. Bradley (1974) that courts could not order “inter-district”
desegregation remedies that encompass urban and suburban districts, unless they could prove
that the suburban districts were liable for the segregation across district boundaries (Bhargava et
al., 2008). This was a departure on the part of the court from the previous two decades of prodesegregation rulings, and effectively exempted almost all suburban districts from desegregation
plans. This exemption of suburban school districts resulted in the establishment of a firm line
between urban and suburban school districts, giving white families a place to go to avoid
desegregation (Bhargava et al., 2008).
While school choice programs did emerge in the 1960’s and 1970’s, it was not until the
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(Ravitch, 2010). By the 1980’s, the idea of school choice had been detached from the
desegregation policies of the 1960’s and 1970’s, even though choice was often still coupled with
desegregation mandates. During this time Cambridge MA pioneered “controlled choice,” a
program in which all families ranked school preference, and school officials placed students in
schools based on their preference combined with desegregation guidelines (Fuller et al., 1996).
The Reagan Administration began to adopt a pro-choice narrative, with the goal of dismantling
mandatory reassignment plans. The administration suggested choice strategies similar to
Cambridge’s controlled choice plan, such as voluntary student transfers, open enrollment, and
neighborhood schools with neutrally drawn zones in lieu of busing (Scott, 2005). These choice
oriented, voluntary integration plans were specifically designed so that white students would no
longer be subjected to court ordered busing. While these programs proved to be more effective
than the earlier freedom-of-choice programs of the 1960’s, they did not go as far as mandatory
student assignment to integrate schools (Scott, 2005). Ultimately, the departure from court
supported, mandatory desegregation efforts and the shift towards choice oriented efforts has led
to school resegregation trends in almost all districts across the country (Bhargava et al., 2008).
During the 1980’s, education reform was gaining public attention on a national level. This
was due in part to the large number of studies released documenting the steady decline in SAT
scores over the previous 20 years. These studies culminated in Secretary of Education Terrel H.
Bell’s 1983 report “A Nation at Risk” (Chubb & Moe, 1990). The report found “The educational
foundations of our society are presently being eroded by a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens
our very future as a nation and as a people” (USA Research,1984). Although many argue that
this report was a misreading of the state of American education, the report sparked a national
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including market-based reform strategies such as school-based management and controlled
choice (Chubb & Moe, 1990).
By 1986, the National Governors Association had endorsed public school choice in its
“Time for Results” report, and the percentage of Americans who agreed that parents should have
public-school choice rose from 12% to 62% (Kahlenberg, 2007). This shift in public opinion was
due both to the fear created by the Nation at Risk report, the idea (widely publicized at the time)
that “neighborhood schools” were inherently unfair to the poor, and the argument pushed by the
market-based reformers that competition among schools would increase the overall quality of
education (Kahlenberg, 2001). As emphasis was placed instead on family choice, and the
“decentralized magic of markets” took hold of some reformers, the nation appeared ready for
more market competition in school (Fuller et al., 1996, p.9).
The anti-institutional and decentralized spirit of the early 1990’s was reflected in the
beginning of the charter school movement in 1991. The term charter school was actually coined
in the 1970’s by educator Ray Budde. Budde’s idea was for a group of teachers to make a
contract (a charter) with a district, in which they would create a new program within an existing
school. This charter would last for a limited time, the goal being to give teachers space to
develop innovative and alternative methods of teaching and learning that could be brought back
to traditional public schools. Budde believed charters would produce new ideas that could be
adopted by other teachers and other schools.
In 1988, the American Federation of Teachers President Albert Shanker wrote the famous
essay, “Restructuring our Schools,” that critiqued the rigid, traditional structure of schools and
promoted Budde’s idea of charter schools. Shanker’s image of charter schools was similar to
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Budde’s original idea; teachers would work within the school district’s system, create a proposal,
receive a charter, and run a school (or a school within a school) that would bring creativity and
innovation to the district (Shanker, 1988). Shanker’s proposal gained attention, and resulted in
the first chartering law, passed in Minnesota in 1991 (Kahlenberg, 2007). In 1990, vouchers also
gained traction, as Wisconsin established the nation’s first publicly funded school-voucher
program, and John Chubb and Terry Moe wrote their seminal pro-voucher market-based
argument for public school reform (Kahlenberg, 2007). By 1992, as President George H. W.
Bush embraced a voucher program for all students with family income below the median, and
then presidential candidate Bill Clinton supported public-school choice and charter schools, it
was clear that choice had moved onto the national stage as a competitive model of education
reform (Kahlenberg, 2007).
Meanwhile, the Supreme Court was continuing to abandon desegregation efforts, and in
the early 1990s three separate rulings (Oklahoma City Board of Education v. Dowell (1991),
Freeman v. Pitts (1992) and Missouri v. Jenkins (1995) permitted courts to grant a school system
“unitary status.” This meant that if a school district could prove that it had demonstrated a good
faith effort to desegregate its schools and reasonable compliance with prior desegregation orders,
even if racial isolation and disparities remained, they would no longer be subject to court ordered
desegregation obligations (Bhargava et al., 2008). This ruling, which resulted in large numbers
of school districts being declared “unitary,” established the legality of de-facto re-segregation
and led to school districts’ failures to reduce the disparities in education achievement between
their minority and white students.
The Supreme Court rulings of the early 1990’s, which essentially exempted school
districts from their duty to end education inequity, arrived just as the school choice movement
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(most notably in the form of charter schools) was gaining traction and beginning to challenge the
notion of public schooling as it had been known throughout the 20th century. Americans largely
supported the spread of charter schools; Kahlenberg argues that it is due to the American values
of competition, fairness, and freedom of choice that throughout the 1990’s, 60 – 70 percent of
Americans supported public school choice (Kahlenberg, 2001). The speed and popularity of the
charter school movement is visible through the numbers today: “With over 4700 schools

operating in 40 states and the District of Columbia, [today] charter schools are the largest vehicle
for school choice in US public education” (Raymond, 2009, p.11).
As the charter school movement gained traction, however, many of the original
supporters of charter schools began to resist the movement. Albert Shanker himself felt that the
charter school movement shifted away from public school reform, and began to resemble the
private-school voucher plan. Shanker felt that the movement was taken over by for-profit
corporations, racial separatists, the religious right, and anti-union activists (Kahlenberg, 2007).
He argued that the charter school movement had become a movement that opposed teachers’
rights and teachers’ unions, while creating segregated and balkanized schools. As urban school
systems received unitary status, suburban school systems remained largely segregated and
charter schools moved into urban areas, critics like Shanker felt that these schools simply
undermined a future in which public schools would equitably educate all students. Shanker
began to argue that these choice reforms were pointless without a system of standards and a
common curriculum that would established a common core of knowledge that all students would
learn, giving each student an opportunity to achieve academically (Kahlenberg, 2007).
Despite opposition to the choice and charter movements, however, the overall public
approval of choice led to significant federal, state and local policy action that incorporated
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Republicans in Congress were actively fighting for a voucher plan to be incorporated into the
reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (originally passed in 1965). This
version of the ESEA was titled No Child Left Behind, and centered on the idea of idea of reform
through accountability and choice. The Republicans ultimately failed to incorporate a voucher
program into the Act, but they did succeed in making school choice one of the central pillars of
the legislation. “No Child Left Behind” set aside money to establish new charter schools and
finance facilities of existing charter schools, as well as offer assistance to Magnet schools
(Hayes, 2008; USA Research, 1984). What is more, all schools that did not make Adequately
Yearly Progress (AYP, or improvement on test results from the previous years test by a certain
margin for each subgroup of students) for two consecutive years must offer students school
choice, allowing these students to choose another, more successful traditional public school or
charter school in their district. In order to provide this choice, schools must set aside 20% of their
Title 1 funds to provide transportation and provide supplemental services such as tutoring.
Studies have found, however, that the percentage of families that actually take advantage of this
school choice program is below 2% (Hayes, 2008; USA Research, 1984).
Under “No Child Left Behind,” if schools do not make Adequate Yearly Progress for 5
years, the school must undergo a mandated “restructuring.” This restructuring can take the
following forms: reconstituting the failing school as a charter school, replacing all or most of the
school staff who are relevant to the failure to make AYP, signing a contract with an entity, such
as a private management company, turning the operation of the school over to the state, or any
“other major restructure of the school’s governance arrangements” (Abernathy, 2007). The
ultimate goal of the legislation is for all students to be proficient in math and English by 2014,
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and schools that fail to meet this target will be subject to increasingly severe sanctions. As seen

by the AYP and restructuring components of NCLB, while school choice in the form of vouchers
did not make it into the legislation, the school choice philosophy factored heavily in the creation
of this legislation.
Education Historian Diane Ravitch, a critic of choice, pointed out that none of these
restructuring reforms (including reconstituting the school as a charter school) have proven any
more successful than any other at making AYP (Ravitch, 2010). Ravitch, along with many other
critics, argued that “No Child Left Behind” is pushing America’s school system towards
privatization, because it is impossible to attain 100% proficiency by 2014. Ravitch cited data
from Massachusetts, the leading state in education, where one half of all schools have not made
AYP, as proof that the goal of consistent AYP, and 100% proficiency are unattainable (Ravitch,
2010a). What is more, because segregated minority schools are so often underfunded,
understaffed, low-income, and “low-performing,” NCLB had led to the labeling of an extremely
high percentage of high poverty, high minority schools as “failing schools.” This label further
stigmatizes these already stigmatized schools, and gives middle-class (mostly white) families in
these school districts even more reason to participate in choice programs that allow them to opt
out of these schools.
In general, choice is becoming increasingly mainstreamed as we move into the second
decade of the twenty-first century; magnet schools, public school choice and charters are
prevalent in urban school districts across the country. That being said, studies are continuing to
emerge that demonstrate the failure of choice programs to create equitable school systems.
Studies such as the one done by Stanford’s Center for Research Education Outcomes have
clearly illustrated the failure of these programs to effect change. When examining the efficacy
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and equity of school choice plans today, we cannot forget the long and complex history between
the fight for equity in public education and school choice programs, as laid out in this chapter.
Since the 1980’s, when the Reagan administration promoted choice over mandatory student
assignment as a means of desegregating schools, public schools have used choice programs as a

means of voluntary school integration.5 The Supreme Court recently ruled in Parents Involved in
Community Schools v. Seattle School District (2007), and in Meredith v. Jefferson County Board
of Education (2007), that certain components of these voluntary, choice based integration plans
that took race into account were discriminatory. The court did not completely rule out the ability
for a school district to take race into account in order to promote diversity and avoid racial
isolation in K – 12 schools, but they did limit the ways in which race can be considered. The
school assignment programs they overturned were programs that attempted to combine the
market – based choice philosophy with a focus on integration and equal access for all students.
In both cases, the court ordered that the goal of racial balance and school choice policy were
decoupled, because the there was a difference between racial imbalance and de jure segregation.
The considerations of race within both of these assignment plans could not hold up under strict
scrutiny, and were seen as a violation of the constitution and the “race-neutral” legal system
upheld by the Supreme Court today. As choice continues to grow, this ruling can be seen as a
roadblock, or at least another speed bump, on the path to incorporating egalitarian efforts to
integrate schools and provide all students with a thriving public education system into school
choice programs.

5

Usually, voluntary school integration leads to increased school segregation.
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Boston has a long history of public education. Boston Latin School, founded in 1635, was
the first public school in the United States. The Boston Public School System, established in
1647, is the oldest public school system in the country, and in 1821 English High opened as the
first public high school in the country. For most of this history, Boston schools have been
segregated. Technically, de jure segregation ended when the Massachusetts legislature passed a
bill in 1855 ending segregation in all public schools in the state. At the time, Boston was the only
school district in Massachusetts with segregated schools, so the law was really written in order to
end segregation in the BPS. Despite the small number of black families that lived in the city
during this era, however, Boston schools managed to remain segregated through de facto
segregation caused by segregated housing patterns and school assignment zones drawn in part to
keep racially different neighborhoods in separate schools. After the 1954 ruling again school
segregation in Brown v. Board, the South was forced by to desegregate their schools. Boston,
however, was exempt from the post Brown desegregation orders, due to its legal status as a nonsegregated school district. In fact, in the decade following Brown, Boston’s all-white school
committee made no effort to integrate Boston’s schools, and continued to draw school attendance
zones specifically designed to segregate students. It was not until the 1970’s, 20 years after the
Brown ruling, that Boston was finally forced to integrate schools after the courts began to target
de facto segregation. Examining the history of school segregation and integration in Boston and
the choice policies that developed during the desegregation era enables us to gain a deeper
understanding of how and why the BPS has the system of school choice that it does today.
The majority of the history surrounding school choice in Boston is steeped in racial
conflict and is closely linked to the city’s experience with school desegregation. One of Boston’s
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was still designed with a focus on race. METCO, an acronym for the Metropolitan Council for
Educational Opportunity, is a voluntary student transfer program through which non-white
students from the BPS can attend a suburban school in one of the 35 to 40 participating school
districts in the Boston area. The program has been based in Roxbury since its establishment in
1966, and was founded by black parents and activists who wanted to give black students in
Boston a change to attend high performing white schools in the suburbs. It was originally funded
through a grant from the Carnegie Foundation and the United States Office of Education, but
today the Commonwealth of Massachusetts funds the program.
Initially, the founders of METCO saw the program as a “partial and temporary remedy
for the poor conditions in Boston’s then segregated, predominantly black schools” (Scott, 2005,
p.64). The program has proven, however, to be anything but temporary, and its popularity
continues to grow. Today the waitlist for the program is 15,000, and parents begin signing their
children up to participate in the program when they are only a year old (MassResources.org.
2012). For the 2011 – 2012 school year, 3080 BPS students participate in the program (Boston
public schools at a glance 2010 - 2011). This high demand for spots in the METCO program
exists despite the fact that parents must learn about the program on their own, as METCO, Inc.
and the BPS perform no advertising or outreach for the program. The intense popularity of
METCO combined with this lack of outreach has proven to have some stratifying effects: the
average family that has a child in METCO is more privileged than the average family profile in
the BPS. For instance, a study done by Garry Orfield and colleagues in 1997 found that about
36% of the METCO parents were college graduates, 12% had graduate or professional degrees,
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64

significantly higher than that for the BPS as a whole.
The impact of the METCO program is significant for those students from Boston that
participate. METCO students are more likely to graduate high school than their peers in the BPS,
and the program has seen continued increase in performance on Stanford Reading and
Mathematics tests from the 8th to the 10th grade (Scott, 2005). The impact of METCO on the
suburban schools that participate is less substantial, as the suburban districts have control over
how many METCO students they will take, which is sometimes as low as 100 students in a
district. A question often asked by critics of the METCO program is: what effect does this
program have on those students who are left behind? Critics argue that this program places the
burden of desegregating the extremely white, suburban schools in the greater Boston area on the
black students. While these critiques may be valid, it is important to note that this programs
predates Boston’s desegregation/busing crisis of the 1970’and the subsequent school choice
program adopted by the BPS, and is one hundred percent voluntary on the part of both the
Boston students and the suburban districts that participate. METCO was not, in its original
purpose, designed to integrate schools in the greater Boston area. Instead, this program was
designed to create an immediate escape from what was a systemic, institutionalized problem of
racial inequality in Boston’s schools. Furthermore, because METCO was established and funded
privately, the program had no legal authority to be anything but a voluntary program. Boston
would have to wait for more drastic, legal measures before the real problem of segregation in
schools would be addressed in a serious way.
Even though METCO was technically a school choice program, a publicly operated
district wide choice program did not exist in Boston until the second half of the 1970’s. It took
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begin to integrate its schools. In 1965, the year before the METCO program began,
Massachusetts passed its first state law against de facto segregation. The Racial Imbalance Act
(1965) prohibited “racial imbalance,” meaning that schools should not have student enrollments
that were more than 50% minority (A brief history of BPS student assignment. 2010). At this
time in Boston, due to an all-white school committee, racist housing practices such as block
busting that funneled black into select neighborhoods, and racist school assignment policies, the
BPS was a largely segregated school system. In fact, when the Racial Imbalance Act (1965) was
passed, Boston was one of only 3 cities in Massachusetts that had “racially imbalanced” schools,
so the law was primarily intended for Boston (Springfield and Cambridge also had one or more
“racially imbalanced” schools). The passage of this legislation resulted in a court order that the
BPS change its school assignment practices. The School Committee, however, sought a repeal of
the law and refused to integrate Boston’s “racially imbalanced” schools. In fact, the school
committee took action in the opposite direction of the laws goal, redrawing school attendance
zones to maintain racial segregation. The Racial Imbalance Act (1965) proved futile in the face
of the staunchly racist BPS School Committee.
Even though the Racial Imbalance Act was ignored by the Boston School Committee, the
way in which this law was written proved to have a large impact on the outcome of the seminal
class action suit, Morgan v. Hennigan (1972) that would eventually lead to the desegregation of
Boston’s schools. The Act specified that schools that were more than 50% minority were racially
imbalanced, but said nothing about schools that were more than 50% white. This made sense to a
certain extent at the time, because Boston was a majority white city in 1965. But the law said
nothing, for example, about a school that was100% white. In fact, the language of the law
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minority schools that were the problem. Because of the way in which racial balance was
presented, the eventual ruling in the case of Morgan v. Hennigan focused only in eliminating
schools in Boston that were majority – minority, and did nothing to eliminate the many all-white
schools within Boston and throughout the state of Massachusetts.
Morgan v Hennigan (1974) was filed by black parents from Boston against the Boston
Public Schools in 1972, and ultimately led to a long and painful desegregation process for the
BPS. The School Committee was ordered to offer a plan to create racial balance in Boston’s
schools, and when they failed to do so in 1974, Judge W. Arthur Garrity rued that the Boston
School Committee was guilty of running an unconstitutionally segregated school system. Judge
Garrity ordered the BPS to implement the state’s racial balance plan as a temporary remedy to
school segregation, and Phase I of busing, between Roxbury and South Boston, began. School
officials and city leaders were reluctant to comply with the ruling; it took 415 separate orders and
8 years of the BPS to finally implement a plan for racial balance among schools (Reville &
Coggins, 2007).
The beginning of busing in Boston marks a contentious time in the history of the city and
the BPS; the various busing and assignment plans implemented to desegregate the schools
exacerbated the racial tension in a city that was already divided along racial lines, and black
students that were bused to white schools were often greeted by large, violent protests from
white parents and students. Many white families withdrew their children from the Boston Public
Schools, enrolling them in parochial and private schools. Some of the more affluent families
moved to the suburbs where they could enroll their children in the largely white public schools of
the suburbs. See Figure 1 below that illustrates white enrollment decline in the BPS from 1964 –
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1980, found in Emmett H. Buell and Richard A. Brisbin’s (1982) book School Desegregation
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and Defended Neighborhoods, The Boston Controversy.

Figure 1: (Buell & Brisbin, 1982, p.152)
Taking into consideration the concerns of white families within Boston, Mayor Kevin
White actually called for an alternative-busing plan than the South Boston – Roxbury plan that
would involve suburban schools as well as urban schools. Judge Garrity’s ruling, however, was
highly influenced by the Supreme Court decision in the case of Milliken v. Bradley (1974). The
Supreme Court had overruled a school desegregation plan in Detroit, Michigan, that would have
included cross busing between the city and its surrounding suburbs. Because of this recent ruling,
Judge Garrity felt that any plan that involved the suburbs would have been overturned. What is
more, because these suburban schools were not technically “racially imbalanced,” there was little
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tension rose within the city of Boston and mandatory busing began, more affluent whites, who
already lived in or could move to the suburbs were exempt from desegregation. White
communities within Boston, less affluent than those that lived in the suburbs, felt unfairly
targeted as poor whites for a systemic problem that they felt had little to do with them.
While busing did cause a significant amount of white families to leave the public school
system, it is important to note that Boston was already undergoing significant demographic
change by the time of Judge Garrity’s busing order, and that busing had little to do with the
majority of the white exodus from the city to the suburbs. From 1950 – 1970, the minority
population in Boston tripled, and then it doubled again in the following twenty years (1970 –
1990), as seen in Figure 2.

Figure 2 : (Ryan & Vaznis, 2012)
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Meanwhile, the white population was decreasing rapidly, even before court ordered busing, or
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“blockbusting” of white neighborhoods by real estate agents who exploited racial fears and
encouraged whites to sell their homes, driving whites out of the city. Between 1950 and 1970,
the white population in Boston declined by nearly a quarter of a million, from 758,700 to
524,000. The reflected a national trend towards suburbanization, as federal policies in the postWorld War II era such as the construction of highways and government backed mortgages
encouraged whites to move to the suburbs and buy their own homes. The population of Boston
did continue to drop from 1970 – 1990; by 1990, Boston’s white population had decreased by
one half, from 1950; total 758,700 to 1990; total 338,900. The years in which whites left the city
in the highest numbers, however, was actually the two decades before court ordered
desegregation (Ryan & Vaznis, 2012).
Although demographic change was well underway in Boston by 1974, the city was still a
majority-white city, with 18% minority population (Ryan & Vaznis, 2012). This was not a large
enough portion of the vote-share to get a person of color elected to the school committee, which
was elected on a citywide, not neighborhood, basis. Therefore the school committee remained all
white and staunchly opposed to any desegregation efforts, and one year after Judge Garrity’s first
ruling the school committee had still failed to submit a plan for school integration. This led
Judge Garrity to appoint four experts to draft the “Masters Plan” in 1975. These experts
produced a plan that was, for the most part, implimented. Garrity did, however, make some
significant changes to the plan before it was finalized. These changes included the decision to
place South Bston and Roxbury again in the same district and the decision to increase the
number of students that were bused from 14,999 to 25,000 (Lukas, 1986). The final version of
the Masters Plan covered the eniter city, unlike Phase I of busing which only affected 40% of
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city divided into eight community districts and 867 “geocodes” for assignment purposes. Each
geocode was paired with a school in its district, in order to produce racially balanced enrollments
in each school (A brief history of BPS student assignment. 2010).
The Masters Plan guaranteed students assignment in their community district school, as
well as the option of applying to 32 citywide magnet schools and programs, with assignment
following citywide racial guidelines. 35% of seats at the citywide three exam schools were also
reserved for black and other minority students (A brief history of BPS student assignment.2010).
The implimentation of this plan was no easy feat, filled with school protests and ratial violence
so severe that the entire nation watched as Boston tried to integrate its schools. Beyond the initial
implementation of the Masters Plan, Judge Garrity controlled any changes that were made in
regards to student assignment in the ensuing 10 years (1975 – 1985) and Garrity and the U.S.
District Court were actively involved in the BPS over the ensuing 15 years (1975 – 1990).
During this 15 year period, Judge Garrity issued a series of remedial orders addressing issues
including “assigning students to schools, busing students to schools beyond walking distance,
closing and opening facilities, recruiting and assigning faculty and staff, vocational education,
exam school admission, student discipline, and parent and community participation” (A brief
history of BPS student assignment. 2010).
Judge Garrity did not issue his final judgment and withdraw from the Boston School
Desegregation Case until 1990, and the case was not officially closed until 1997. But in 1982 the
district court, citing “good faith efforts” of the school committee to comply with orders, began a
“transitional course of disengagement” from the school system (A brief history of BPS student
assignment. 2010). The court did order, however, that racial balances in the eight community
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student assignment, and the following year Superintendent of the BPS Laval Wilson, appointed
in September 1985, convened a task force that recommended changes to Garrity’s assignment
plan. The task force proposed a system of district-wide school choice, the establishment of parent
information centers and the elimination of separate magnet schools. After the BPS was granted
“unitary” status in 1987, indicating that the schools were as desegregated as they could be given
the city’s demographics, the school committee decided to use the task force’s proposal, and
adopted the Controlled Choice Student Assignment Plan.
Consultants Michael Alves and Charles Willie designed the Controlled Choice Student
Assignment Plan, first implemented district wide for grades K – 12 in 1990. The city was
organized into 3 zones for elementary and middle school (East, North, West) and one citywide
High School Zone. Under this new plan, students could apply to any school within their zone of
residence, as well as several citywide schools. Each zone had a racial/ethnic “ideal racial
percentage” (IRP) that reflected that zone’s student population. Students were assigned to a
school based on their stated preference, sibling and walk zone preference, and with priority
assignments for students in bilingual and special education. Taking all of these factors into
account, the school district also looked at the racial breakdown of each grade, school and zone,
placing students in schools so each grade would be within 10% of that school zone’s IRP (A brief
history of BPS student assignment. 2010). The 35% minority set-aside for the exam schools that
existed in the “Master Plan” was maintained in this new assignment plan. The new assignment
plan emphasized parent choice, and established Parent Information Centers to help parents make
educational choices about school enrollment.
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Parents responded positively to the new school assignment plan and the increase in
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choice that came along with it. Alves and Willie, the creators of the Controlled Choice Student
Assignment Plan, conducted a survey of Boston parents in 1996 in which they found that more
that 80% of parents were either “highly satisfied” or “somewhat satisfied” with the current
assignment process (Scott, 2005, p.74). Alves and Willie also reported during the 1994 – 1995
school year that 81% of all entry-level-grade students (those entering grades kindergarten, sixth,
or ninth grades) were assigned to their first choice school, and 90% of students were assigned to
their first or second choice school (Scott, 2005, p.74). In terms of racial equity, Willie, Alves and
Hagerty (1996) found that racial distribution in the city’s 33 most frequently chosen schools
reflected the racial make-up of the city-wide public school student body.
In light of the rapidly changing demographics of Boston at this point, this finding
illustrates a reasonably successful system of integrating schools. In 1990, Boston was 41%
minority, a vast increase from the city’s 19% minority population in 1970 (Ryan & Vaznis,
2012). Meanwhile, geographic segregation remained an extreme reality as the minority
population grew, indicating that geographically based school assignment would have resulted in
highly segregated schools. In 1990, Boston’s index of Dissimilarity for blacks and whites
(indicating the unevenness of the distribution of black and white people across neighborhoods)
was 73.7, which is extremely high, and representative of significant geographic segregation
(Logan, 2002). Professors of Education Amy Stuart Wells and Robert L Crain (2005), in their
analysis of voluntary transfer plans and controlled choice programs including Boston’s
programs, concluded that “given their universal scope and all-inclusive design, [controlled
choice programs] are more likely than other policies, other than mandatory reassignments, to
achieve maximum racial and ethnic diversity across schools within a single school district.”

Choice in the Boston Public Schools

(Scott, 2005, p.75). In Boston, it seems that the controlled choice program did just that, and as
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the city moved beyond the busing crisis of the 1970’s, controlled choice proved to be a
reasonably effective way to balance individual choice with the need to ensure school integration
in a racially segregated city.
By the second half of the 1990’s, however, Boston’s Controlled Choice Student
Assignment Plan was coming under fire for its use of race in determining school assignment. In
1996, under Superintendent Thomas W. Payzant, the BPS changed its assignment policies so that
assignments could be made from school waiting lists regardless of race, and the composition of
different grade levels of students could vary as much as 15% above or below a zone’s IRP (as
opposed to the original 10% variation). In that same year, a student who was rejected from
Boston Latin, Boston’s most prestigious exam school, successfully challenged the minority setaside rule for the city’s exam schools, resulting in the school committee’s elimination of the 35%
set-aside rule. Then in 1999, Boston’s Children First (BCF) filed suit in US District Court,
challenging school admissions based on racial preferences and the use of “racially drawn”
assignment zones. The plaintiffs argued that the school committee should be required to reassign
all BPS students under a racially neutral admissions plan, based on neighborhood assignment (A
brief history of BPS student assignment. 2010). In similar court cases across the country, courts
had ruled in favor of the plaintiffs. In order to avoid a ruling against them, the School Committee
voted to eliminate use of racial/ethnic classifications in all school assignment. Superintendent
Payzant recommended the New Choice Plan, which reduced walk zone priority from 100% to
50%, and gave priority for the remaining seats to students with no walk zone schools. The school
committee adopted this new plan, which went into effect for the 2000/2001 school year.
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During the 1990’s, after the court ceded full control of the BPS to the School Committee,
an aggressive reform was undertaken to improve Boston Public Schools. A referendum vote in
1991 gave more control over the public schools to the mayor of Boston. The public school
system became a department of the city government, and the superintendent became a member
of the mayor’s cabinet. The city also abandoned the previous 13-person, publicly elected school
committee for a 7-member, mayoral-appointed School Committee. Then, when Mayor Thomas
Menino was elected Mayor of Boston in 1993, he increased the city’s focus on education reform
by declaring it one of his top priorities. In that same year, Massachusetts passed the Education
Reform Act (1993), introducing the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS)
and charter schools to the state, and mandating several education reforms over the next seven
years. Following the passage of this Act, Boston introduced Pilot schools, which were given
more autonomy than traditional public schools but remained within the Boston school district, in
an effort to stem losses to charter schools and participate in the current school choice trends in
education reform. The following year Thomas W. Payzant was appointed superintendent, and in
1996 he launched a five-year reform initiative entitled Focus on Children. This initiative was
described in the book, A Decade of Urban School Reform: Persistence and Progress in the
Boston Public Schools, as a successful urban education reform initiative that brought standardsbased education and whole-school reform to Boston. With a Mayor who proved to be invested in
turning around the BPS, a state legislature that passed serious education reform laws, and a
superintendent pursing aggressive reform, the BPS saw considerable progress throughout the
1990’s.
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However the BPS high schools proved to be more difficult to reform than the elementary

and middle schools. From 1997 to 2001, Superintendent Payzant had taken a voluntary approach
to high school reform. Payzant convened a High School Restructuring Task Force in 1997. This
task force identified 10 key practices that high schools in Boston should follow in order to
improve their schools. One of the key practices that Payzant emphasized was breaking up the
large high schools into “small learning communities.” This practice was based on the success of
many of Boston’s Pilot High schools. Other recommendations included that all high schools in
Boston “provide varied instructional strategies, an extended array of supports, and closer
collaborations with families, business, higher education, and community based organization.”
Because these were simply recommendations, however, and the reform efforts were all
voluntary, high school headmaster were free to choose among several options and timelines for
implementing specific reforms (Reville & Coggins, 2007).
By 2000, this voluntary approached to school restructuring proved ineffective, as
headmasters refused to voluntarily follow the key practices suggested by the task force. In 2001,
when the class of 2003 took the MCAS for the first time under the new requirement that they had
to pass the test in order to receive a diploma, only 40% passed both the English Language Arts
and Math sections (Reville & Coggins, 2007). These poor results sparked intensifying efforts of
school officials to focus on high school reform (Reville & Coggins, 2007). Payzant took
advantage of the increased public attention on high school reform, and created “intervention
teams” that were to “turnaround” South Boston High School, Dorchester High School, and
Boston High, three of the lowest performing high schools in the BPS (Reville & Coggins, 2007).
South Boston and Dorchester High both hired new headmasters, and developed “small learning
communities” within the greater schools. Boston High, choosing between conversion or shutting
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Academy. Following restructuring, test results began to improve at these schools, and the school
district deemed the high school turnaround project a success worthy of replication at other
struggling schools.
Between the disappointing results for the BPS class of 2003 on the 2001 MCAS tests and
the successful turn around of these three schools, the BPS decided to radically restructure all of
its high schools. In 2001 the Carnegie Foundation had chosen the BPS high schools to participate
in its “Schools for a New Society” Initiative based on “youth development and standards based
reform” (Reville & Coggins, 2007, p.180). Then in 2003, The Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundations gave the BPS a grant of $13.6 million to convert its large high schools into many
smaller high schools. Support for high school restructuring also came from Boston’s Barr
Foundation, as well as various other Boston foundations that support public education (Reville &
Coggins, 2007). In total, between 2001 and 2003, the BPS received $21 million from outside
sources to fund Payzant’s high school reform efforts (Reville & Coggins, 2007).
With support for high school restructuring pouring in from outside organizations, the
BPS created the Office of High School Renewal (OHSR) that “serve[d] an entrepreneurial
function” designed to identify how central office functions could be carried out in a way that
would remove barriers and provide support to small schools and “learning communities” (Reville
& Coggins, 2007). The High School Renewal Work Group was also formed, which brought
together BPS partner organizations including The Boston Plan for Excellence, Jobs for the
Future, The Private Industry Council, and the Center for Collaborative Education. This group
was designed to provide an outside perspective, build on lessons of previous reform plans, and
bring evidence of progress, options and policy recommendations to the Superintendent (Reville
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& Coggins, 2007). This outpouring of support for school reform from outside sources, including
business communities, has been a common theme across the country as school districts move
from large, traditional public schools to a portfolio of small schools within redesigned, school
choice-based school districts. This financial support from outside sources illustrates the level of
support that the philosophy of school choice as a model of reform has within the business
community and private foundations.
Between 2000 and 2012, virtually all of Boston’s high schools were restructured.
Previously dominated by 12 comprehensive high schools, Boston now has 30 citywide high
schools including three exam schools. Today 17 of these 30 schools serve fewer than 500
students, nine of these small high schools are pilot schools, and three are Horace Mann Charter
Schools. These drastic changes in school structure, combined with other reform efforts, has

produced some results; the class of 2003 that originally passed the MCAS at the low rate of 40%,
ended up with an 80% passing/graduation rate by June 2003 (Reville & Coggins, 2007). In 2011
the 10th grade MCAS exams revealed significant improvements as well. The BPS had a 77%
passing rate in Math and English Language Arts, and a 70% passing rate in Math, ELA and
Science (Boston Public Schools, 2012). High school restructuring and reform, however, is still
new, and data are still being collected and analyzed that will determine the success of the small
school, choice oriented movement in Boston. Boston’s graduation rate has remained relatively
constant from 2001 to today, at around 60%, and a large “achievement gap” persists between
minority students and white and Asian students on the MCAS tests.
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Figure 3:
(Boston Public Schools, 2012a)

This low graduation rate and persisting disparity in performance between racial groups can not
be attributed in whole to a failure on the part of the school district to provide all of its students
with an equal opportunity to succeed. Various factors outside of school including, but not limited
to the persistence of poverty and unstable family environments must also be taken into account
when considering racially stratified graduation rates and school performance. This disparity does
indicate, however, that there is more work to be done within Boston’s high schools before the
BPS can claim to be fulfilling the goal that Horace Mann once set out for education, of
“obliterate[ing] factious distinctions in society” (Mann et al., 1957).
Boston is under new leadership today. After 10 years, Superintendent Thomase Payzant
stepped down from the post in 2006, and was replaced by Superintendent Carol R. Johnson in
2007. The Massachusetts Legislature has also made changes; in January 2010, the state
legislature passed a new Education Reform Law, an Act Relative to the Achievement Gap. This
was the state’s first major action on education since the landmark Education Reform Act of
1993, and large components of the legislation embraced the philosophy of school choice as an
effective model of school reform. The law established the state’s first-ever “Innovation Schools”
that will serve as in-district charter schools, and instituted an increase in the number of charters
than can be granted to new schools in the 10% lowest performing districts (Charters can now
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Superintendents are authorized to take new approaches to improve underperforming schools as
well as “make the changes necessary to allow for rapid improvement” (The Governor of
Massachusetts, Press Office, 2010). The passage of this bill was largely inspired by
Massachusetts’s efforts to win the federal “Race to the Top” funds. State legislators knew that
through the passage of this legislation that embraced the type of reforms being pushed by the
federal Department of Education including charter schools, aggressive school restructuring
efforts, and increased choice, Massachusetts would be more likely to win the significant Race to
the Top monetary rewards. The goal of this legislation succeeded, and in 2010 Massachusetts
won $250 million from this federal program. The 2010 Act Relative to the Achievement Gap is
just one example of how the federal government is promoting the philosophy of school choice at
a state and local level through the Race to the Top incentive program.
Superintendent Johnson has utilized the provisions of this new law in her own aggressive
school reform initiative, called The Acceleration Agenda. This five-year reform runs from 2009
– 2014, and consists of three phases. The first phase, “Pathways,” began in 2008 and includes the
closing or merging of 14 schools, the expansion of certain pilot schools, and the creation of new
elementary schools. The second phase, “Turnaround Schools,” began in 2009 with the aim of
improving performance in the lowest performing schools in the district. The third phase,
“Redesign and Reinvest,” began in 2010 and is focused on closing the lowest performing schools
in the district. Boston’s efforts to perform Phase Two, or the “Turnaround Schools” phase, of the
Acceleration Agenda has been aided by the Act Relative to the Achievement Gap (2010). In
March 2010, in accordance with this law, the Massachusetts Department of Education released a
list of 35 “Level 4” schools. These schools were designated by the state as significantly
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underperforming in several areas. 12 BPS schools were among the 35 named, including two BPS
High Schools, Jeremiah Burke High School and The English High School.
The 12 BPS schools labeled as Level 4 schools by the state have been designated
“turnaround” schools by the BPS. The district has been using the new tools granted to them in
the 2010 Massachusetts education reform legislation, including flexibility to change staffing and
work conditions, to “turn around” these schools. Under the leadership of Superintendent
Johnson, all turnaround schools are expected to demonstrate gains of 10 points or more on its
English Language Arts or Math MCAS Composite Performance Index (a measure that shows the
extent to which students are progressing towards reaching proficiency on these exams). If the
schools fail to meet this performance target by 2012 or earlier, they will be reconstituted,
including the possible replacement of all staff, including the principal and teachers (Boston

Public Schools, 2010b). Jeremiah Burke High School has already been designated as a fresh start
school, meaning all staff were asked to reapply for their positions (Boston Public Schools,
2010b). Additionally, in December 2010, the BPS closed 12 schools. Included in this list was
Odyssey High School, which was converted into Boston Green Academy, an in-district charter
school that was opened in the fall of 2011. This is the first high school of its type within the BPS,
and data are yet to be collected on the success or failure of this school.
The history of choice in Boston is long and complex. Added to this complex history is the
complexity of the present; Boston’s network of high schools has literally been transformed into a
completely different school system within the last ten years. Today, the system remains in flux,
as aggressive reform efforts of the past decade have led to constant movement of students and
faculty among existing schools and in and out of new schools. Originally, choice was
implemented in Boston as a way to integrate the city’s public schools despite the extreme
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school district presents it less as a mechanism of desegregation and more of a mechanism of
providing quality programs that can fit the needs of all of their students.
Recently, there has been an outcry of public opinion against the complicated student
assignment process in Boston, and the school system is currently working to reform the choice
and assignment processes. Some critics have argued that the current student assignment process
is a relic of Boston’s racialized past, and today is simply creating a logistical nightmare for the
city and for families, and preventing neighborhood cohesion (School-assignment plan - a relic in
need of a full overhaul, 2011). Other critics have argued that the increase in small schools is
having a stratifying effect, as certain families navigate the choice process and pick the best
school for their child, while other families are left behind in inferior, under chosen schools.
Proponents of the current system argue that the system has struck a delicate balance between
catering towards students’ individual needs, and ensuring an equitable school system in which all
students have the opportunity to attain a good education. One thing is certain: segregation and
inequality remain realities within the city of Boston today despite claims that complex school
assignment processes are a relic of a racialized past. The following chapters look at data on
Boston and its high schools, including data on segregation within the city. Taking into account
the tension that exists today between the goal of creating a simple, navigable school system with
quality choices, and the inequality that continues to exist within the city of Boston and the
Boston Public School system, the following chapters will delve into choice and the Boston
Public School’s high schools in order to assess the effect that choice is having on Boston’s high
schools.
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Boston has made significant progress in recent years to reform schools and create an
urban school district that is outperforming districts with similar profiles across the county. Proschool choice reformers could argue that it is due to Boston’s school choice program that Boston
has achieved this success. Those who oppose school choice might argue that it is despite
Boston’s choice program, and because of various other reform initiatives such as the
implementation of Massachusetts’s quality Curriculum Frameworks, and the increased
investment of time, money and public energy in improving schools, that Boston has made these
gains. I believe that merely implementing structural change that promotes choice cannot reform a
school system, as issues of teacher quality, curriculum, and funding are equally, if not more,
important in determining the success of a school system than the way in which families choose
schools. Even if school choice is not determining the success or failure of education reform in
the city, however, the public school choice program that Boston uses to assign students to school
is playing a role in shaping the experience of those students enrolled in the system. The BPS has
publically acknowledged the frustration that families have surrounding school choice as it
functions today. On their website, the BPS states: “Our school improvements can be even more
successful if our school choice system supports strengthened relationships between families,
schools and communities” (Boston Public Schools, 2012b). The following section examines the
way in which school choice is actually implemented in Boston, and the effect that choice is
having on the relationship between families, schools and communities in the city.
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Along with the increase in school choice comes the increased complication of assigning
students to a school. In 1989 when the Controlled Choice Student Assignment Plan was first
created by Michael Alves and Charles Willie, they anticipated that as schools improved, the
system would expand from a three-zone system into a nine zone system, that would place
students in schools closer to their homes. This assumption was based on the implicit idea that
school choice would spur school reform in all schools across the city and this across-the-board
improvement would enable the district to create smaller assignment zones while still providing
equal access to quality school. Attempts to alter the system have failed, however, because of
public protests that certain areas had less access to good schools under new zones and that the
city lacked enough good quality schools to go around. (Vaznis, 2009)
In 1999, Mayor Menino called for the creation of 5 neighborhood schools in an effort to
rework the student assignment system. After three of these schools successfully opened in 2003,
the school committee appointed a task force to suggest possible changes to the student
assignment plan. Based on surveys of BPS families, this task force argued that the most
important components of a student assignment plan were choice (a range of options for families),
city-wide specialized schools, sibling preference, the option of a neighborhood school that would
not require transportation, and the availability of transit for those families that did not choose the
neighborhood school (Gonsalves, 2004). Most of the sweeping changes that the task force
suggested, however, such as an increase in the number of “zones” for elementary and middle
school assignment, were rejected by the school committee. The school committee argued that
before the city was ready to implement the proposed changes, attention needed to be focused on
improving struggling schools (Gonsalves, 2004).
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place students closer to their homes, when Superintendent Johnson proposed a plan in which the
number of assignment zones would grow from 3 to 5. Johnson’s proposed changes collapsed in
the face of a strong negative public reaction. Outraged parents did not want a new assignment
plan that would reduce the number of “good” schools they had to choose from, and cited a lack
of good-quality schools to go around as a reason to resist the proposed changes.
Since 2009, the BPS has responded to these complaints aggressively, closing 12 schools
and expanding high-performing schools. The district has placed special focus on the state
designated Level 4 “Turnaround” schools in an effort to improve these schools and make them
more appealing to BPS families. Most of these schools fall within the “Circle of Promise,” a
geographic zone that includes much of Roxbury and Dorchester (See Figure 4). Within this zone,
the district has partnered with community organizations to create a “comprehensive community
integration plan” that will “connect the comprehensive resources that are already in place to
provide a ‘conveyor belt’ for neighborhoods to seamlessly deliver services to the community”
(BPS Communications Office, 2012). The BPS hopes that this strategy will build community
support for and strengthen the schools within some of Boston’s poorest neighborhoods. If the
student assignment zones are to be changed in Boston without large public protest, the schools
within neighborhoods such as Roxbury, where a large percent of the Black community in Boston
lives, need to have equally appealing “choices” for families as schools in other parts of the city.
If there are enough good schools in every neighborhood to change the student assignment plan
without putting students from certain neighborhoods at a disadvantage, the changes that have
been proposed will be made without the public protest that has arisen when past changes were
proposed.
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(Boston Public Schools, 2012a)
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This school year (2011-12), attention has again been given to the school choice process in

Boston. Superintendent Johnson launched the “Redesign and Reinvest” initiative, with the goal
of "significantly improve[ing] our school choice process.” Currently the BPS is working with
staff and community to “review, and where necessary, rebuild a different and more responsive
array of quality programs that maintain choice and diversity while creating more transparency
and predictability within the systems we use to match school choices with school assignment”
(Boston Public Schools, 2010a). Any changes that are made to the choice process will be put into
place for the 2013 – 2014 school year. Mayor Menino has also been drawing attention to school
choice and student assignment; in his annual State of the City speech on January 17, 2012,
Mayor Menino declared "I'm committing tonight that one year from now Boston will have
adopted a radically different student assignment plan, one that puts a priority on children
attending schools closer to their homes" (2012). Menino argued that the current school choice
system is a relic of Boston’s history, and is no longer relevant or necessary today. The Mayor is
currently pushing for a neighborhood based school system, in order to promote stronger school
communities and neighborhoods. Due to the strong push that the mayor and the Superintendent
are making to change student assignment in Boston it is likely that the next few years will bring
with them significant change in the student assignment process.

The Algorithm of Choice
While the 1999’s student assignment task force’s suggestions to change assignment zones
were not acted upon, the school committee did act upon the task force’s recommendation to
change the mathematical formula used to determine which students were assigned to which
schools. In 2005, the BPS began to use a new algorithm to assign each student to a school based
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on several factors including choice and priorities, and this system is still being used today. The

major priorities of student assignment are as follows, with the highest listed first (Boston Public
Schools, 2012c).
1. Sibling + walk zone
2. Sibling
3. Walk zone (a priority for 50% of available seats)
4. Randomly assigned number generated by a computer
Within each assignment period, students with the highest priority are assigned to a school first.
Students who live within a “walk zone” of a school, which for high school students means within
two miles of the school, have priority for one half of the seats at that school. Those students with
the highest combination of the factors listed above have top priority, and thus the best chance of
being placed at that school. For the remainder of the seats in a school, students are assigned a
random number generated by a computer, and the students with the lowest numbers fill the
remaining seats in that school (for example, student #10 gets placed before student #11).
Before 2005, parents were able to act strategically in choosing their top 3 schools, and
were able to “game the system” in order to get placed in a good school. Previously, a student
who was not assigned to his top ranked school A would be considered for his second choice B
only after the students who had top-ranked B. This meant that a student would loose priority at a
school if he/she did not rank it as his/her first choice (Abdulkadiroğlu et al., 2005). The previous
choice system used in Boston led parents to manipulate their preferences, choosing strategically
rather than listing their true preferences for schools. The BPS had argued that the new algorithm
is better than the previous algorithm because now families will not be at a disadvantage if they
choose only popular schools for their top three schools. This new algorithm is supposed to
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illustrates the preferences of parents and students.
The ongoing battle over how students will go about choosing, and subsequently be
assigned to schools illustrates the complexity of choice in practice. The philosophy of school
choice is fairly simple in its focus on market- based competition and the promotion of a wide
variety of programs from which families may choose. The functionality of school choice
programs, however, has proven to be more complicated in practice. In the past 10 years, BPS
families as well as the administration have identified the complexity of the student choice and
assignment process as a problem. As illustrated, there has been widespread discussion about how
to fix this process so that all families can easily navigate the system and choose the school that is
right for their child. The school district is yet to establish, however, the ‘one best system’ of
student choice and assignment for the current portfolio of schools within the district. Until a new
model is put in place, families will continue to navigate the complicated school choice and
enrollment process within Boston amidst public frustration and general confusion about which
schools to chose, how the process works, and why students are currently undertaking long
commutes across the city simply to go to school. The imperfect market model of choice that
exists today has real life consequences for the current students enrolled in the BPS. As the BPS
attempts to reform school choice and student assignment, this analysis of the current system will
help those policy makers that are attempting to create the most efficient and equitable system
possible for a city as complex and diverse at Boston.
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In 2011, the BPS teamed up with Boston’s 14 existing charter schools, and the nine new
charter schools scheduled to open in the following two years, to create a District – Charter
Compact. This compact was a turning point for the relations between the city’s public charter
school and public - district schools (Schools in the BPS system), and attempted to address many
of the issues that critics of school choice normally have with charter schools. The Compact
created a “common enrollment calendar,” that simplified the enrollment process for parents by
eliminating the two different timelines that had previously been in place for applying and
selecting schools, in favor of one enrollment timeline for all schools. This is important because
multiple timelines create confusion and unnecessary complexity that can result in the exclusion
of many of the needier students, such as those who come from non-English speaking households,
from enrolling in charter schools. Furthermore, within the compact, Charter schools agreed to
improve outreach to English language learners and special needs students in an effort to play a
more substantial role in educating all of Boston’s students.
The effects of these commitments to create a common enrollment calendar and increase
outreach to struggling populations within the BPS are yet to be seen. Both commitments,
however, signify constructive collaboration between Boston’s charter schools and the BPS. What
is more, these agreements are especially significant in the wake of the 2010 Achievement Gap
Act, that has lifted the cap on charter schools in Massachusetts for the first time in over a decade.
This Act has enabled the number of charter schools in Boston to grow over the past year, and
further plans to expand the number of charter schools in the city are currently in place
(Massachusetts Teachers Association, 2012). While the number of students enrolled in charter
schools in Boston is increasing, however, the number of English as a Second Language (ESL)
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Spanish speaking population in Boston in the past 10 years. These numbers are especially
significant considering charter schools in Boston are currently educating almost no ESL students,
few special needs students, and a significantly lower percentage of students receiving free lunch
than the Boston Public Schools (Skinner et al., 2009). If the number of charters continues to
grow in Boston, these schools must take their commitment to recruit and enroll ESL and special
needs students seriously, or risk the creation of a stratified system of public education in which
the most disadvantaged students remain in the traditional public schools while Boston’s charter
schools ‘cream’ the most privileged students out of the system.

Figure 5: (Melnik, 2011)
The Compact also created a common accountability system that will allow families to
“make apples-to-apples comparisons between schools, regardless of district or charter status”
(Boston Alliance of Charter Schools, Boston Public Schools, 2011). Such an accountability
system speaks to the critics who argue that market models in education are not equitable because
most families, and especially less privileged families, are not able to act as educated ‘consumers’
when choosing a school for their child. Based on my own research efforts, I believe that under
the current choice system in Boston, the task of gathering accurate information on Boston’s
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public charter, pilot, traditional, and in-district charter schools is creating barriers to equal access
and enrollment. There are so many schools of varying types, in different locations, many with
individual applications for enrollment, that it takes a great deal of investment to gain a
comprehensive understanding of the system. The goal of this new accountability system, to help
all families make educated choices on school enrollment, is an extremely important one if the
city is going to continue in its pursuit of a choice based education system. This system is
currently in the beginning stages of implementation, however, and it will be a few years before it
is established enough to make an accurate assessment as to its effectiveness.

Boston’s Network of High Schools for the 2011 – 2012 school year.
One of the main complaints about the BPS’ current system of school choice and student
assignment is that it is so complicated and difficult to navigate. There are 30 different high
schools in Boston today, and because of aggressive reform efforts taken by the school district,
the network of high schools in Boston has been changing constantly over the past 11 years.
Schools have been opened, closed, moved to new locations, and re-opened in the same building
under a new name. What is more, there are currently six high schools (Another Course to
College, Boston Arts Academy, Boston Community Leadership Academy, New Mission High
School, Fenway High School, and Kennedy Health Careers Academy) that the district is in the
process of relocating or expanding to include more students. Because the current system is in
such a state of flux, parents and students find it increasingly complicated to navigate the school
choice system and decide on a school that will fit their interests.
I have already discussed the complicated formula that determines which students are
placed in which school. Before the school district takes over and that process gets underway,
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however, families must actually choose their top schools. Gaining a complete understanding of
the current network of high schools, including the differences between the various types of

schools, programs within schools, and school themes in order to complete a school choice form
in an educated and informed manner is an increasingly difficult task. Each student must choose
five or more schools that they deem their top choices, and send in their choices to the BPS during
one of four registration periods. High schools students are eligible to register for any high school
within the system, although some high schools require a special application. The three exam
schools, (Boston Latin, Boston Latin Academy, and The O’Bryant School) require students to
take the Independent Schools Entrance Exam (ISEE), and students are chosen based on both
their ISEE scores and their GPA. The following schools also have a special entrance process, in
which students must submit various application materials by certain dates in order to be an
eligible candidate; Boston Arts Academy, Boston Community Leadership Academy, Boston
Green Academy, Fenway High School, E.M. Kennedy Academy for Health Careers, Margarita
Muniz Academy, and New Mission High School. In total, 10 out of the 30 public high schools in
Boston require special applications.
Much of the information that a student would need to choose a high school can be found
in Next Step: High School. Your BPS Guide to Making Your Next School Choice (2011 – 2012),
a 72-page document that profiles each of Boston’s high schools. I would argue that the length of
this document alone indicates a flaw in the school choice process for Boston’s high schools.
Between the vast number of schools to choose from and the various application disparities based
on school type, it is no wonder that there has been public outcry over the complexity of the
choice process, and that there have been calls from the Mayor and others to return to a system of
neighborhood schools. Even the most privileged families are struggling to navigate the system,
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while those students who are less fortunate are at an even greater disadvantage when it comes to
identifying and being placed in their ideal school.
Because of the complexity of Boston’s network of high schools, I have used a GIS

mapping system to create an up-to-date map of this network, or “portfolio,” of high schools. The
following map titled BPS High Schools and Race, and the tables to follow, include all 30 high
schools, their locations, their demographics (racial break downs and % of students on free and
reduced price lunch) and their basic achievement data (10th grade MCAS scores). These data are
meant to illustrate the complex network of high schools within the BPS today, as well as the
complexity that a pro- choice school reform brings to the state of education within a city. At one
time, Boston was shaped by 12 main high schools. Today, simply compiling the accurate list of
names and addresses of all of Boston’s high schools is a difficult task.

School Name

Address

Neighborhood

Total

%Black

%Asian

%Hispanic

%White

%Other

%Free Lunch

Another Course to College
Boston Adult Technical Academy
Boston Arts Academy
Boston Community Leadership
Academy
Boston Day & Evening Academy
Boston Green Academy
Boston International High School
Boston Latin Academy
Boston Latin School
Brighton High School
Brook Farm/ Media High School
Burke High School
Charlestown High School
Community Academy
Community Academy of Science
and Health
Dorchester Academy
East Boston High School
English High School
Excel High School
Fenway High School
Greater Egleston Community HS
Kennedy Health Careers Academy
Lyon High School
Madison Park Tech/Vocational HS
New Mission High School
O'Bryant School of Math & Science
Quincy Upper School
Snowden International School
TechBoston Academy
Urban Science Academy

20 Warren Street
429 Norfolk St
174 Ipswich Street
20 Warren Street

Brighton
Dorchester
Boston
Brighton

210
310
420
470

0.419
0.537
0.356
0.376

0.048
0.047
0.026
0.059

0.452
0.386
0.452
0.48

0.081
0.02
0.129
0.074

0
0.01
0.035
0.01

0.614
0.574
0.557
0.746

20 Kearsarge Avenue
95 G Street
100 Maxwell Street
205 Townsend Street
78 Avenue Louis Pasteur
25 Warren Street
1205 V.F.W. Parkway
60 Washington Street
240 Medford Street
25 Glen Road
11 Charles Street

Roxbury
S. Boston
Dorchester
Dorchester
Boston
Brighton
W. Roxbury
Dorchester
Charlestown
JP
Dorchester

350
340
270
1680
2350
700
685
620
970
40
370

0.567
*
0.415
0.272
0.116
0.396
0.544
0.644
0.366
0.486
0.668

0.034
*
0.015
0.22
0.286
0.032
0.011
0.008
0.207
0
0.016

0.31
*
0.515
0.2
0.094
0.503
0.375
0.317
0.371
0.486
0.271

0.056
*
0.038
0.284
0.48
0.049
0.056
0.011
0.051
0
0.024

0.025
*
0.018
0.023
0.025
0.019
0.02
0.021
0.005
0.027
0.021

*
*
0.702
0.411
0.212
0.76
*
0.724
0.795
0.622
0.674

18 Croftland Avenue
86 White Street
144 McBridge Street
95 G. Street S.Boston
174 Ipswich Street
3134 Washington St.
360 Huntington Ave
95 Beechcroft Street
75 Malcolm X Blvd
67 Alleghany St
55 Malcolm X Boulevard
152 Arlington Street
150 Newbury St.
9 Peacevale Rd.
1205 V. F. W. Pkway

Dorchester
East Boston
JP
S. Boston
Fenway
JP
Boston
Brighton
Roxbury
Roxbury
Roxbury
Boston
Back Bay
Dorchester
W.Roxbury

360
1410
708
660
320
180
230
80
1250
260
1310
510
410
950
610

0.603
0.161
0.366
0.353
0.404
0.287
0.454
0.284
0.446
0.612
0.375
0.222
0.371
0.641
0.45

0.036
0.019
0.015
0.212
0.025
0
0.023
0.049
0.017
0.004
0.207
0.519
0.09
0.043
0.012

0.3
0.655
0.567
0.295
0.472
0.613
0.431
0.309
0.47
0.345
0.296
0.179
0.434
0.243
0.453

0.041
0.155
0.028
0.126
0.078
0.047
0.05
0.296
0.041
0.027
0.111
0.057
0.083
0.048
0.063

0.021
0.01
0.025
0.014
0.022
0.053
0.037
0.061
0.026
0.012
0.012
0.023
0.022
0.025
0.025

0.738
0.455
0.733
0.733
0.596
0.66
*
0.519
0.775
0.702
0.569
0.71
0.693
0.782
0.624

School
Another Course to College
Boston Adult Technical Academy
Boston Arts Academy
Boston Community Leadership Academy
Boston Day & Evening Academy
Boston Green Academy
Boston International High School

ELA
Pass
98
*
100
93
96
*
100

AvPf
76
*
84
71
68
*
46

Math
Pass
90
*
92
88
91
*
96

AvPf
68
*
57
68
43
*
74

Science
Pass
91
*
97
88
*
*
47

Boston Latin Academy
Boston Latin School
Brighton High School
Brook Farm/ Media High School
Burke High School
Charlestown High School
Community Academy
Community Academy of Science and Health
Dorchester Academy
East Boston High School
English High School
Excel High School
Fenway High School
Greater Egleston Community High School
Kennedy Academy for Health Careers

Apply?

Type

AvPf
47
*
37
36
*
*
9

N
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y
Y

100
100
74
*
69
62
*
81
76
77
73
98
100
*
88

93
96
19
*
7
30
*
14
13
22
25
44
41
*
27

Y
Y
N
N
N
N
Y
N
N
N
N
N
Y
Y
Y

73
31

93
68

67
9

N
N

Small Pilot
Pilot, for ages 18 - 22
Pilot, Focus on Visual and Performing Arts
Pilot, Focus on leadership
Horace Mann Charter School (overage students)
Horace Mann Charter School, focus on the environment
Beginning and early intermediate English language
learners
Exam 7 - 12
Exam 7 - 12
Traditional
Traditional
Traditional with small learning communities
Traditional with 5 small learning communities
Alternative - students assigned to school
Small, preparation for careers in science and health
Small
Traditional with small learning communities
Pilot School with 2 Small learning communities
Traditional with a focus on technology
Pilot
Pilot
Horace Mann Charter School, focus on health
professions
Pilot
Technical, Vocational school

100
100
92
685
84
84
*
96
96
88
84
98
100
89
100

100
100
54
*
41
55
*
55
59
64
45
66
95
39
85

100
100
82
*
79
76
*
89
83
84
73
94
100
52
95

100
100
43
*
39
49
*
52
48
54
49
64
84
8
63

Lyon High School
Madison Park Tech/ Vocational High School

100
81

82
33

96
78

New Mission High School
O'Bryant School of Math & Science
Quincy Upper School
Snowden International School at Copley
TechBoston Academy

100
100
89
99
*

72
97
67
72
*

100
99
79
86
*

77
96
69
57
*

88
100
84
84
*

51
68
23
28
*

Y
Y
N
N

Urban Science Academy

88

73

77

49

81

23

N
N

Pilot
Exam 7 - 12
Traditional
Traditional with International focus
Pilot
Small with a focus on science and technology

MCAS, or the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment system, is a test given in various grades in the state of Massachusetts.
The main subject areas that high school students must pass in order to obtain a high school diploma are Math, English
Language Arts (ELA), and science. There are four performance levels on this test: Warning/Failure (Level 1), Needs
Improvement (Level 2), Proficient (Level 3), and Advanced/Above Proficient (Level 4). The chart above reports MCAS results
for each high school in Boston, with the numbers representing the percent of students that reached that level of the exam. The
Pass rate is the % of students scoring at Levels 2, 3 and 4. The AvPf represents the number of students that scored Proficient
and Advanced/Above Proficient (Levels 3 and 4)
The column marked: Apply? Indicates if students have to send in some sort of special application in order to gain admission to
the school. Schools that have a Y are schools that require some additional application, while schools that have an N are chosen
through the traditional school choice process.
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Chapter 5: Race, Segregation and School Choice
Table 1
BPS Students

Black Asian Hispanic White Other Total
0.36 0.09 0.41
0.13 0.01 57,060

School –age children, not enrolled BPS 0.46

0.04

0.13

0.37

0.005 18,040

All school-age children

0.384 0.078 0.343

0.188 0.009 75,100

Boston (total population)

0.283 0.096 .0175

0.47

.021

617,914

Demographics of Boston and the BPS
The level of difficulty surrounding the navigation of Boston’s choice process and
network of high schools is especially significant when considering the demographics of the
district. Today the BPS is a majority – minority school district; 41% of Boston’s students are
Hispanic 36% are Black and 9% are Asian, while only 13% are white. What is more, 74% of the
students within the BPS are eligible for free and reduced lunch. The majority of students within
the public school system in Boston are poor and minority students, the populations of students
that are affected the most by the opportunity gap in this country and are most vulnerable to poor
schooling. Looking at the demographics of the public school population, it is clear that the
“racial balance’ that Boston was once ordered by the courts to attain in the 1960’s and 1970’s is
no longer attainable. In that era, Boston was a majority white city with racist public school
assignment policies that grouped the relatively small percent of black students (about 16%)
together into “racially imbalanced schools.” Any school that was over 50% minority was deemed
racially imbalanced. Today following this model all of the BPS schools would be racially
imbalanced, because the demographic makeup of the school district has left every school with
over 50% minority students.

Choice in the Boston Public Schools
We cannot discuss school choice and race within the Boston Public School system
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without discussing the disparity that exists between the percent of the city as a whole that is
white and the percent of BPS students that are white. Boston today is 47% white, while the
percent of school age children that are white in the city is only 18.8%. The percent of students
that are actually enrolled in the BPS that are white is even lower, at 13%. Numerically, this
means that about half of white school age children in the city are not enrolled in the BPS. That is
to say, one half of the white students in Boston are utilizing school choice, most predominantly
in the form of private school choice, to avoid the Boston Public Schools. Furthermore, of the
2,640 white high school students that remain in the system, about 66% of these students are in
one of the three exam schools. Exams schools in many ways mirror private schools in their
application process, which includes taking the Independent School Entrance Exam. Students are
admitted to Boston’s exam schools on a “merit” based system, which is very different from the
typical process of enrolling in public school. Therefore, in this way exam schools are reflective
of private school choice, in that families had to actively seek out these schools and students
undergo an application process in order to gain entrance into the school. This high percentage of
white students enrolled in exam schools reflects the use of choice as a mechanism of preventing
white flight, rather than choice as a mechanism of equity.
In ‘the school choice debate’ much of the argument is centered on school choice in the
form of charter schools, private schools, and vouchers. In Boston these forms of school choice
are significant when considering the relationship between school choice and segregation. This
significance is clearly illustrated through the loss of one half of the white school age children in
the city to other education choices. It is residential choice, however, that is the single biggest
factor segregating white students from minority students in the metropolitan area and creating
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white families with school age children rarely live in Boston today. The history chapter discusses
the causes of white migration to the suburbs. While schools are only one of the many reasons
that the majority of white families have chosen and continue to choose residences in the suburbs
around Boston and not in the city itself, it is this form of school choice that is having the largest
impact on the demographic makeup of the schools within Boston.
A study conducted by John Logan, Deirdre Oakley and Jabob Stowell (2003) based on the
2000 census data showed that less than 10% of the children under 18 in the Boston region lived in
the city of Boston in 2000, but that nearly half of the black children in the region live within city
limits. Meanwhile, only 3% of the white children in the region live in Boston, while in the suburbs
surrounding Boston nearly 90% of the under-18 residents are white. What is more, the authors
found that it was race, and not economic status, that determined the quality of neighborhoods that
families lived in, and thus separate and unequal systems of public education were being drawn
along racial, not economic, lines in the Boston area (Logan et al., 2003). The authors argued that it
was the exclusion of minority students from the suburban school districts surrounding Boston that
was the “most significant key to racial inequality in the Boston region.” (Logan et al., 2003, p.2).
The segregation being focused on in this case is white-minority segregation, as there is a
reasonable amount of diversity in minority populations enrolled in the BPS. But as these authors
note, the white-minority segregation in Boston is so significant because this measurement of
segregation maps neatly with resource distribution in the greater Boston area. This analysis of
Boston’s choice policies also focuses on white-minority segregation, as a means of focusing on
material segregation as it plays out through segregated schools (rather than cultural or social
segregation). I have taken Logan, Oakley and Stowell’s research into account, and acknowledge

Choice in the Boston Public Schools

101

the extreme levels of segregation, and deep disparities in opportunities that exists between the city
and the suburbs in the greater metropolitan Boston area. Even as Boston continues to use choice as
a mechanism for retaining white, middle-class student in their district and preventing white flight
the suburbs surrounding Boston will remain significantly more affluent, and whiter than Boston
itself. The BPS can, however, do everything in its power to create a thriving and equitable urban
school system for the students it educates.
School choice is being promoted within the city of Boston today as the structure within
which Boston will do just that. Choice is no longer technically being used as a way of
integrating schools. Instead, the BPS considers choice to be a contributing factor aiding the
aggressive reforms that have enabled Boston to improve its public education system over the past
two decades. The BPS also argues that choice will enable it to remain a competitive option, as
families consider all of the various school choices available to them. Increased choice is said to
increase retention of middle class (read white) families and bring back students who have opted
to attend charter and private schools. While this is not necessarily a bad goal, Boston is home to
a diverse community, and issues of racial and class equity are also very much affected by the
structure of choice in the BPS. When choice becomes a mechanism to prevent white flight, its
purpose as an equitable way to assign students to school (as it was intended to be when it was
first implement in Boston) can get lost. Framing the choice debate in Boston within the context
of the national debate, critics could argue that the traditional model of student assignment based
on geographic location (i.e. neighborhood schools) would be more equitable than the school
choice model in Boston: neighborhood schools would eliminate “creaming” of the best students
into the most popular schools, rely less on family privilege and individual agency, and instead
simply provide a public good for all citizens in a equitable way. Proponents of school choice
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could argue, however, that choice programs actually promote excellence, equality and diversity
in Boston, because geographic student assignment within a city made up of segregated housing
patterns and racially defined neighborhoods is eliminated. The following data considers the
current state of segregation within Boston and the BPS and the effect that school choice in
Boston is actually having on segregation within Boston’s high schools.

Data and Methods
I began my analysis of the effect of school choice on segregation by calculating the total
number of high school students in BPS high schools, and the racial breakdown of these students
on a district wide level. In order to do this, I compiled data on each high school in Boston and
their racial makeup using the Massachusetts Department of Education data and the BPS’s Next
Step: High School. Your BPS Guide to Making Your Next School Choice (2011 – 2012).
Because Boston Green Academy’s data on student demographics is not included in the BPS’s
public record, the 360 students currently enrolled in this school were omitted from all
calculations.
Once I compiled data on all of the high schools in Boston and the racial breakdown of the
student body of each school, I calculated the Index of Dissimilarly to determine the levels of
segregation that exist between racial groups within Boston’s high schools. I calculated this
measure for the following combination of racial groups: White – Black, White – Hispanic, White
– Asian, Black – Hispanic, Black- Asian, and Hispanic- Asian. The Index of Dissimilarity (D) is
the most commonly used measure of segregation. In my calculations on school segregation, D
measures the unevenness of the distribution of children of different races across schools.
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If all schools had the same racial composition, in that each schools composition reflected
the aggregate statistics calculated for all BPS high schools, D would have a value of 0. In a

situation of complete segregation (for example, if one school was all black, while another was all
white) D would have a value of 100. Usually, values between 0 – 30 are interpreted as a low
level of segregation, values between 30 – 55 are interpreted as moderate segregation, and values
above 55 are considered extreme levels of segregation (Logan et al., 3003). The Index of
Dissimilarity equation is as follows: D = ∑
Where (for example):

+

bi = the black population for a single schools
B = the total black population in BPS high schools
wi = the white population for a single school
W = the total white population in BPS high schools

Then I used data from the US2010 research project, directed by Professor John Logan, on
geographic segregation in the city of Boston, in order to compare school segregation to
geographic segregation. Logan has calculated the Index of Dissimilarity for the aforementioned
combination of racial groups, based on geographic segregation. In terms of geographic
segregation, these indexes measure “whether one particular group is distributed across census
tracts in the metropolitan area in the same way as another group. A high value [over 60] indicates
that the two groups tend to live in different tracts” (Logan, 2011).

Segregation in Boston and BPH High Schools
Table 2

Neighborhood
Allston
Back Bay
Bay Village
Beacon Hill
Brighton
Charlestown
Chinatown
Dorchester
Downtown
East Boston
Fenway
Hyde Park
Jamaica Plain
Mattapan
Mission Hill
North End
Roslindale
Roxbury
South Boston
South End
West End
West Roxbury

Total
29,196
18,088
1,312
9,023
45,801
16,439
4,444
91,982
11,215
40,508
33,796
31,894
39,897
34,616
16,305
10,131
32,508
56,827
33,688
34,669
4,080
30,445

%White
0.599
0.782
0.621
0.868
0.701
0.758
0.158
0.28
0.691
0.372
0.647
0.282
0.536
0.036
0.471
0.909
0.467
0.096
0.758
0.552
0.707
0.733

%Black
0.046
0.039
0.037
0.02
0.046
0.046
0.03
0.373
0.085
0.032
0.051
0.473
0.134
0.751
0.157
0.011
0.217
0.525
0.067
0.125
0.038
0.097

%Hispanic
0.116
0.058
0.043
0.041
0.088
0.097
0.029
0.138
0.07
0.529
0.084
0.197
0.253
0.164
0.197
0.037
0.259
0.285
0.111
0.133
0.061
0.085

%Asian
0.19
0.099
0.274
0.053
0.131
0.081
0.768
0.116
0.133
0.035
0.184
0.016
0.044
0.01
0.148
0.028
0.027
0.025
0.046
0.162
0.167
0.065

%Other
0.05
0.022
0.024
0.018
0.025
0.018
0.015
0.093
0.022
0.033
0.032
0.032
0.032
0.038
0.028
0.014
0.031
0.068
0.016
0.027
0.029
0.021
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Although the school district is made up of largely low-income, minority students, significant race
and class disparities between neighborhoods in Boston persist and have an effect on the public
education system in the city. Many critics including the Boston Globe Editorial Staff and Mayor
Menino, have suggested that the current school assignment policy is a relic of Boston’s
racialized past, and that today Boston needs a neighborhood-based school system. This critique
emphasizes an implicit, if not outwardly stated, goal of the school choice system in Boston. As
examined in the history section, school choice was originally implemented to integrate Boston’s
schools. Today one of the reasons choice still exists in its current form is that it is the best system
Boston has found thus far to provide students from all neighborhoods, including those from poor
minority neighborhoods, with access to quality schools. The chart and maps above illustrate the
racial distribution of peoples across the city of Boston, and the racial distribution of peoples in
relation to high schools across the city. The colors of the maps alone tell a compelling story of a
city that is certainly not “post racial” in its geographic housing patterns. Neighborhoods such as
Roxbury, that today are 52% black and 9.6% white, stand in stark contrasts to neighborhoods
such as the Back Bay, which is 78.3% white. It is not coincidental that the BPS designated
“Circle of Promise” includes the sections of the map that are the least pink; Roxbury, Dorchester
and sections of Jamaica Plain and the South End. 7k8
What implications does segregation within Boston have on school choice, and the
possibility of returning to a neighborhood school system? The map and chart above illustrate a
clear level of geographic segregation, which could translate into segregated schools if the city
were to switch to a student assignment policy based on geography alone. Today even though
students are given broad choice, and often end up traveling great distances across the city to
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determining student assignment. The absence of race as a factor of student placement has led to
similar levels of segregation within the school choice system today as there would be if the city
had a neighborhood-based assignment plan. Essentially, students are choosing and getting placed
in schools in such a way that patterns of segregation remain comparable to geographic patterns
of segregation within the city. Tables 3 and 4 illustrate this statement based on statistical analysis
of the racial breakdowns of students enrolled in BPS High schools, and a comparison of the
Index of Dissimilarity for various racial groups within the city as a whole, and BPS High
schools.
Table 3
Boston High
School Students
# of students
% of total

Black

Asian

Hispanic

White

Other

Total

6892
0.368

2213
0.1184

6574
0.352

2640
0.14

377
0.02

18696

Table 4
Index of Dissimilarity
White-Black
White-Hispanic
White-Asian
Black-Hispanic
Black-Asian
Hispanic-Asian

Boston
69.2
54.6
34.9
39.6
67.4
57.6

BPS High Schools
55.75
53.0
28.9
19.98
61.6
62.5

In looking at the table as a whole, most of the D values are similar, but slightly lower in
the High School column, when compared to the geographic column. It is important to note,
however, that the way in which D is calculated for Boston measures segregation on the scale of
census tracks, which are small geographic areas that usually have between 2,500 and 8,000
residents, and are drawn to contain groupings of people that are as homogeneous as possible in
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terms of population characteristics, economic status, and living conditions. Boston’s high schools
on the other hand, are certainly not making an overt effort to be homogeneous, and neighborhood
school zones would not be drawn with the goal of making them as homogeneous as possible.
What is more, a BPS high school, if it were a neighborhood school, would serve a section of the
city that contained many census tracts. In all probability, the level of segregation between racial
groups of students in this school would actually be a bit lower than the level of segregation that
D measures geographically, just as they are now under the school choice system, because
students from many different census tracks would all go to school together.
As seen in the school chart on page 78, most schools in Boston are made up of a high
percentage of minority students, as only 14% of high school students in Boston are white. Due to
this fact, the high Index of Dissimilarity for white and black students may seem surprising.
Typically when looking at this index, when D = 55 extreme levels of segregation are said to be in
place. Despite the fact that students can choose any high school they like, choice is still creating
extreme levels of segregation in Boston’s high schools between black and white students (55.75).
As noted earlier, two thirds of the white high school students in Boston attend exam schools.
This is a significant factor creating increased levels of segregation, as black students are
underrepresented in two out of the three exam schools in the city. Only 27.2% and 11.6% of
students at Boston Latin Academy and Boston Latin School respectively are black, while 36.8%
of high school students are black. The fact that almost two thirds of the white high school
students in the city attend exam schools, where the black student population is underrepresented,
explains at least in part the high index of Dissimilarity between these two groups of students.
Taking the exam schools into account, switching to a neighborhood based school assignment
system would have an even smaller effect on segregation in BPS high schools, at least between
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black and white students. This is because regardless of the assignment plan used for the school
system as a whole, exam schools will certainly remain open to all students who are Boston
residents, and continue to be schools enrolled on basis of “merit.”

The only racial groups that are significantly less segregated within BPS high schools than
in the city itself are the black and Hispanic students. Within Boston, D = 39.6 for Blacks and
Hispanics. Looking at the chart on page 85, we see that there are large Hispanic communities in
East Boston, and a few smaller Hispanic communities in Roslindale, Jamaica Plain, and
Roxbury. The black population in Boston lives predominantly in Roxbury, Mattapan, Hyde Park,
and South Dorchester. It is no coincidence that these minority populations that are well
integrated are the groups suffering the most from education inequity across the county. Boston
proves to be no different from the rest of the country in its failure to provide enough quality
school for their minority populations. For example, the two high schools in Boston that have
been labeled Level 4 turn around schools are Burke High School located in Dorchester, and
English High School located in Jamaica Plain. Burke High School is just over 95% black and
Hispanic, and English High School is just over 93% black and Hispanic. So while the black and
Hispanic students may be integrated, they are integrated in some of the lowest performing and
“failing” schools in the system, that are rarely considered ‘top choices’ for Boston families.
The data above prove that schools will not, for the most part, become more segregated
under a neighborhood-based approach. Moving beyond simply examining bodies in a school
building, however, there are many other issues surrounding neighborhood based student
assignment. Many of the calls for a return to a neighborhood-based system of school assignment
have been due the financial and logistical burden that transporting Boston’s students across the
city places on the school system’s organization and finances. Other calls have come from
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families that experience much confusion and frustration over the current choice process. These
are all legitimate problems that neighborhood based schools could solve. I would go further,
however, in arguing that an increased focus on neighborhood schools could lead not only to a
more efficient school system, but a more equitable one as well.

Looking at the BPS “Circle of Promise” reform, it is clear that the school district sees the
value of community participation, including the involvement of local non-profits, businesses, and
institutions in the public schools. In many ways, this reform reflects the civic role that public
schools can play in our society, in building, shaping and uniting communities. This civic role of
schools emphasizes public education as a public good, rather than an individualized consumer
product. If Boston were to return to a neighborhood based school system, they could reinvest a
portion of the time and money (9.4% of the entire budget or $80 million) currently being spent
on transportation, as well as the great deal of time spent on school assignment, on improving
school quality. What is more, this could be done in an equitable fashion. That is to say, the
school district could reinvest time and money in an equitable way that reflects the higher need of
some communities, rather than equal way across all neighborhoods.
Hardin Colemen, Dean of The School of Education at Boston University and current
superintendent of the 27 person committee that is reviewing the system of choice in Boston over
the next year, recently said in an interview about a public meeting on school choice that “the
distressing comments were from parents feeling that choice was an illusion, that no matter what
system is created, there are people with enough social capital to manage it to their advantage”
(Sutherland, 2012). Returning to a neighborhood based school system might eliminate some of
the choices that families in Boston currently have, but there are many families in Boston that
already lack the agency to gain the level of choice that other families currently have. If Boston
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could create strong schools in each neighborhood, however, whole communities could be given
agency to ensure their children receive excellent educations. Critics of neighborhood schools
might argue that we are a long way away from the possibility of a public school system with
excellent schools in each neighborhood, regardless of the race and class profiles of those
neighborhoods. I would agree with this critique, as seen by the high presence of failing schools
within the “circle of promise,” that includes some of Boston’s neighborhoods with the highest
percent of non-white residents. We are also a long way away from a system of choice that also
provides equal access to excellent schools for all types of students. As the BPS continues its
aggressive reform efforts, shifting the school district’s focus from choice to neighborhood
schools could set the groundwork for a future school system that is not based on individual

agency, but instead is based on community participation and the quest to create equal education
opportunities for every young person in Boston.

A network of autonomous high schools or neighborhood schools?
Having a complex network of high schools could be an indication of success, if the goal
of the district is to create many distinct types of schools that will match the needs to individual
students. The Boston Public School’s mission does, after all, state that it “is committed to
transforming the lives of all children through exemplary teaching in a world-class system of
innovative, welcoming schools” (Boston Public Schools, 2012b). The goal of having specialized
schools in Boston that cater towards student’ interests and needs makes sense. For example,
Boston Arts Academy (BAA), a pilot high school with a strong focus on the arts, is serving an
essential purpose within the city by providing a public school choice for those students who wish
to seriously pursue art. This school is especially significant when one considers the lack of art
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that exists within the typical public school in the current era of high stakes testing. Furthermore,
based on the inherent advantage that middle class families have to practice choice through the

social practices of residential and private school choice, providing distinctly alternative programs
such as BAA to Boston Public School students gives them similar opportunities to those students
who have the choice to, for example, enroll in an independent school with a strong art program.
BAA is 83.3% minority students, and 12.9% white: in terms of race, the school is very
representative of the racial makeup of the BPS as a whole. Programs such as an arts-focused high
school do not have to be stratifying phenomenon. While taking into account the restrictions that
the Supreme Court has placed on the consideration of race in school choice programs, school
districts can still find ways to recruit all types of students to their specialized schools and enroll
them in an equitable way. Using socioeconomic controlled choice as Gary Orfield has promoted,
actively recruiting ELL students and special needs students to choose schools, or creating a more
navigable application process with a single timeline and application that works for all schools are
all viable strategies (perhaps most effective when used simultaneously) that, if designed in a
context specific manner, could make the choice process more equitable.
The goal of having public schools that cater towards students’ individual interests
coupled with strategies to offer these alternatives in an equitable manner, is an admirable one for
any public school system. I would argue, however, that another core purpose of a public school
system is to “obliterate factious distinctions in society” by building school communities in which
all have the opportunity to succeed academically (Mann et al., 1957, p.112). Small high schools,
autonomous pilot high schools, and even in-district charter high schools could all add some value
to the public school system as a whole and contribute to this admittedly grandiose goal, by
creating space for students who may not thrive in a traditional school setting to learn and grown.
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I would argue that they should only add something to the system, however, and not be the system
itself. Within the vibrant school choice debate there are those who argue that these “innovative”
types of schools are inherently good or bad, depending on their stance of choice and market
competition in education. But innovative or alternative schools are inherently neither good nor
bad. It is the way in which they are exploited within an education system that is already divided
along race and class lines and based on inequality that has caused such heated debate. I believe
the presence of all types of schools can be beneficial to a public school system if they are
introduced gradually, in a context specific manner, and utilized to create not just excellent test
results, but equitable systems of public education.
Just as alternative schools are neither inherently more or less equitable, traditional public
schools deserve the same level of nuanced consideration. In Boston, traditional public schools
have served as permanent neighborhood institutions that generations of families have attended.
For example, English High School is a public high school in Boston that serves the distinction of
being the oldest high school in the nation. This school, which has 97.2% minority students, is
currently a “Level 4, Turnaround” school located within the Circle of Promise. English High
schools is now in the process attempting to meet the very strict reform requirements that the
district has placed on Level 4 schools. This school was arguably in need of reform, and the fact
that the district is taking reform seriously, targeting what is not working in schools and holding
students, teachers, and administrators accountable is laudable. But overemphasizing
accountability status and test results and letting it dictate that schools like English High School
close would mean losing a substantial part of Boston’s history and shared community
experience.
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Beyond the historical significant of English High School, traditional neighborhood public

schools such as English are home to sports teams, school spirit, and large enough budgets and
administrations to provide essential services such as a catalogue of AP courses, English as a
Second Language classes, and various other programs that small schools often times don’t have
the means to offer. Additionally, traditional public schools in the BPS today face some of the
biggest challenges of any school in the system, as they frequently educate the most vulnerable
students who’s parents were not able to navigate their children into the “choice” schools such as
the exam school and the popular pilot schools. Closing English High School in order to open a
new school would create yet another barrier to access and information for the most vulnerable
students. As the BPS continues to close, open, merge, rename, and relocate schools, as well as
create new applications, new registrations processes, and more parental choice, closing yet
another school would only add more structural change to the system. Furthermore, closing
English High School would disproportionately disrupt the lives of black and Hispanic students,
as these are the groups of students that are “choosing” this school, and make up 95% of the
student body. Instead, I would argue that the BPS ought to focusing on combating the problems
that occur within under-performing schools like English High School, rather than focusing on
structural reform. Reforms should work to retain the current students within the school, and
provide them with an education that any parent would choose for their child.
Boston has focused predominantly on structural reforms over the past decade. Families
and politicians alike are growing frustrated at the school choice process and the complications
that come along with these structural reforms. Furthermore, this case study demonstrates that
these structural initiatives are failing to integrate schools while creating barriers to equitable
access. Perhaps the BPS should acknowledge that just as small, alternative, less bureaucratic
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schools are not inherently inequitable or stratify, traditional, neighborhood-based public schools
that operate with the bureaucratic framework of the public education system are not inherently
the goalless, static, failing public schools that such commentaries as Waiting for ‘Superman’

have made them out to be. English High school could be reformed through in-school approaches,
while retaining the name, location, and presence of a school that has been a part of Boston for
almost 200 years.

Conclusion - Moving Forward With School Choice in Boston
Today the BPS administration is eager to identify failing schools, implement reform, and
ultimately restructure, merge, move, or often times shut down these schools. This is all done in
the name of creating a public education system in which every school is the type of school a
family would choose. This paper does not touch on debates surrounding teacher unions, school
curriculums, and the role of bureaucracy in public education. At the risk of falling into those
debates, I would argue that the BPS ought to slow down these drastic structural efforts, and focus
on reform that creates less upheaval in the lives of students and teachers. The current reform
efforts have left the system overly individualized, overly reliant on choice and the ability of
individual families to navigate a complicated system and act as educated “consumers” in
choosing their schools, and in a constant state of change that deters community involvement in
public education. While the reforms have improved test results, this increased complexity and
individualization are not prescriptions for an equitable school system.
The more individualized the system gets, the more barriers to information and access are
created for the disadvantaged students, and the less “public” the system becomes. The work that
went into compiling the data contained in this study tells a story in and of itself. Some families
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might have the time to research on-line, visit the Massachusetts Department of Education data

compiling sites and read the BPS school web site thoroughly. I would argue that the majority of
families, however, probably find it challenging to gain a thorough picture of the network of high
schools that exists in the city of Boston today, their strengths and weaknesses, their geographic
locations, their special focuses, and their application process. I do not wish to take a stance
against specialized schools, or even schools with different governance structures such as pilot
schools. Many of these schools are pursuing innovative, effective programming for their
students. I do think, however, that Boston has pursued the ideals of choice to a level that has
become too complex, and ultimately unsustainable due to its constant state of change. A return of
focus to the creation of excellent neighborhood schools would leave room for Boston to build its
public education system in a community-oriented way, reduce barriers to access for poor and
minority students, and ultimately create a more simple, equitable and even economical public
education system that provided all of its young people with the opportunity to succeed.
Today, the school choice policy in place in Boston rests on a few assumption and a few
questions. The current choice program is in place is designed to create increased school
autonomy and increased parental choice. The assumption behind these policies of autonomy and
choice is that competition and market forces will spur positive change in all schools.
Furthermore, the BPS appears to assume that choice will help retain or bring back white, middle
class families into the public school system, and provide more diversity than geographic based
school assignment would. Based on these assumptions about school choice, there are many
questions that must be answered in order to move forward with choice in Boston in a more
effective and equitable way: What is the movement of students across the city is doing for
neighborhood cohesion? Additionally, are the benefits of parental choice worth the cost of
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transportation, or would it be more beneficial to all students to reduce transportation costs and
spend that money on in-school reforms or higher per-pupil funding? The district must also

consider what choice is doing for the racial dynamics of the city. Is choice actually preventing
more white, middle class families from leaving the system? If so, is this a worthy cause if the
white students that are in the system are highly segregated from the minority students and
primarily enrolled in exam schools? Is the opportunity to utilize choice to a student’s advantage
determined along racial lines?
This case study does not address all of these assumptions or answer all of these questions.
But, it does take into account some of these assumptions and questions, and through the data
within the chapters above we can draw small, but significant conclusions. This case study does
find that white and middle class families have primarily stayed out of the Boston Public Schools.
It is impossible to know if, choice being eliminated tomorrow, more white families would leave
the system. But what is clear is that the Boston area is highly segregated along white – minority
lines, and that the choice policy in place in Boston can do little to change that. Furthermore, this
case study does find that choice is not integrating schools more effectively than geographic
assignment would. This is significant, as the reason choice was historically implemented in
Boston was to desegregate schools, and today Boston remains a segregated city. The fact that
neighborhood based schools will not create more segregation than already exists gives the
district some freedom to refocus on neighborhood schools. Funneling the additional funding that
the district could save from transit into these schools might also make more parents excited about
their neighborhood school, and feel less enticed to have their child travel long distances to attend
a different school. In terms of who has the opportunity to utilize choice to their advantage, this
case study provides no data demonstrating that certain families have more, less, or equal access
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to certain choices. This study does show us, however, that the results of the choice process
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(enrollment in a school) continue to break down along racially segregating lines despite the fact
that every high school student in Boston has the ability to indicate preference for any school like
they.
Moving forward, as the BPS tries to rework its choice process, the school system needs to
specify what they hope to gain from the school choice process, and what role they see choice
playing in their district. Will choice be used primarily as a mechanism of preventing white flight
and keeping middle class students in the BPS system? Or as a mechanism of creating more
equitable access to the best schools? Or, will the district shift their emphasis from choice to
quality neighborhood schools? Determining what the goals of the choice program are will enable
the district to reshape the program in a more efficient and effective way. There remain even
larger questions that the BPS must consider as they decide how to carry out student assignment,
and how to incorporate choice into their district. These questions include: Can a school system
reform its schools with a top – down, structural approach? How will population trends, such as
gentrification, affect the district in the years to come? And how will Boston ensure that their
approach to school choice remains equitable as such shifts in population occurs? Clearly the
ultimate answer to the choice debate is that quality education and quality schools for all children
would create a more equitable society. But until the BPS has only excellent schools to offer their
students, choice will continue to be debated, and Boston will have to deal with these questions
concerning the role of choice in public education.
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