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Executive Summary 
 Desegregation is no longer a word reserved for history books. Since the late 1980s, many 

of America’s schools have slipped into segregation by both race and class. The instance of 

majority-minority and predominantly low-income schools has grown, leading to massive 

inequality in education. Students who attend racially and socioeconomically isolated schools are 

at a severe disadvantage both academically and socially. Numerous studies have shown the 

positive effects of diverse classrooms on student achievement, peer acceptance, and success in 

adult life. Recognition of the benefits of integration has led a handful of school districts across the 

country to adopt policies aimed at reducing segregation. Due to legal constraints, it is standard 

among modern integration initiatives to use students’ socioeconomic status (SES) as the primary 

factor in deciding their school assignment. This thesis sets out to determine which SES-based 

approach is the best option for districts seeking to form more diverse schools.  

 The two integration methods included in this analysis are attendance zone plans and 

controlled choice policies. The former involves redesigning the boundaries within a district to 

make their corresponding schools draw from a more diverse population. The latter offers parents 

a choice of schools and balances their preference with diversity goals and other factors when 

assigning students. This analysis examines four case studies through both quantitative and 

qualitative measures. First, I evaluate attendance zone policies in Wake County, North Carolina 

and Eden Prairie, Minnesota. Then, I examine the outcomes of controlled choice plans in Jefferson 

County, Kentucky and Cambridge, Massachusetts. Each policy is analyzed using a set of four 

criteria: effectiveness, cost, political feasibility, and ease of implementation.  

 To determine the effectiveness of an integration plan, I consider whether or not it was 

successful in reducing both racial and socioeconomic segregation across the schools in a district. 

Both Wake County and Jefferson County failed to meet this criterion, while Eden Prairie and 
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Cambridge were extremely effective in improving the diversity of their schools. The two southern 

districts are massive in comparison to their northern counterparts, and their size, among other 

factors, was a significant impediment to their success.  

 I evaluate cost by considering the services each district must provide in order to ensure that 

their policies run smoothly. In Wake County, the cost of transportation proved to be a significant 

burden on the school system. In Eden Prairie, the new attendance zone boundaries were highly 

efficient, actually reducing district expenditures. Cambridge and Jefferson County’s controlled 

choice plans both required extra personnel to ensure that the policy functioned smoothly and the 

needs of the community were met.  

 In terms of political feasibility, the controlled choice case studies emerge as clear winners. 

Despite different histories with integration, both Jefferson County and Cambridge enjoy broad 

community support for their policies. Conversely, Wake County and Eden Prairie’s attendance 

zone plans were met with considerable pushback from families. Wake County’s integration efforts 

proved to be particularly unstable.  

 Finally, ease of implementation considers whether a policy places a significant burden on 

the community, as well as any major challenges the district may face in the administration of its 

integration plan. Wake County was the only district that failed to meet this criterion. Though the 

other three cases experienced minor difficulties in implementing their policies, they did not 

encounter anything insurmountable.  

 After thoroughly reviewing each case study, I came to several conclusions about the 

practicality of each alternative. First, integration in geographically large districts is inherently more 

difficult because it is challenging to manage transportation and mitigate inequality amongst 

schools in vastly different neighborhoods. Second, attendance zone policies have the potential to 
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be successful on a small scale, given the presence of several environmental factors. Finally, based 

on its political feasibility and flexibility, I recommend controlled choice as a more sustainable 

solution to segregation. While both policy designs present unique virtues, choice plans are 

successful in upholding pro-diversity sentiment, which is essential to building widespread 

integration efforts in the future.  
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Chapter I: Introduction 
On May 17, 1954, the Supreme Court declared unanimously that separate is inherently 

unequal. Sixty-three years later, many of America’s minority students sit in classrooms that are 

only marginally more diverse than they were when segregation was deemed unconstitutional. Time 

has passed and public education is vastly different, but separate is still unequal. Racial isolation 

permeates districts across the country, and it severely harms student achievement and opportunity. 

Out of concern for the next generation, a small percentage of districts in various states have taken 

it upon themselves to solve this problem. Today, integration models are distinct from forced busing 

in the 1970s, but they are still far from perfect. This analysis examines two established integration 

policy designs across four districts, all of which have been implemented since 2000. My research 

led me to investigate controlled choice plans in Jefferson County, Kentucky and Cambridge, 

Massachusetts, as well as attendance zone policies in Wake County, North Carolina and Eden 

Prairie, Minnesota. Through both qualitative and quantitative means of analysis, I determined how 

well each case study met a set of four criteria: effectiveness, cost, political feasibility, and ease of 

implementation. Each policy presented unique benefits and challenges, and though it is clear that 

large school systems complicate integration more generally, one alternative emerged as more 

practical overall. While redrawing attendance zone boundaries is an efficient solution in small 

districts with a set of key characteristics, controlled choice policies are a far more flexible, 

sustainable, and accepted response to racial isolation. 

Statement of the Problem 

Although Brown v. Board was a landmark step in moving toward more equal education in 

America, the problem of segregated schools persists today. Since 1980, the number of white 
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students in U.S. schools has decreased by 40%, and yet the number of minority1 students in 

majority-white schools has grown only slightly (Lockette 2010). Roughly 74% of black students 

and 80% of Latino students now attend schools where the majority of their classmates are also 

minorities, while white students, on average, are educated in institutions where 77% of their peers 

are white (Diem and Frankenberg 2013). In their study, “Brown at 62,” Orfield et al. report that 

the number of intensely segregated schools, with a minority population of 90% or more, has tripled 

since 1970 (2016).  

Interestingly, white students are now less likely to experience a level of segregation this 

extreme. Since the late 80s, the number of schools with 90% or more white students has dropped 

from 38.9% to 18.6% of all public schools (Orfield et al. 2016). It is important to note that although 

the instance of racial isolation has fallen for white students, they are still attending schools where 

the overwhelming majority of their peers are white (Diem and Frankenberg 2013). The average 

white student attends a school where 8.3% of the population is black and 11.8% is Latino 

(Frankenberg and Orfield 2014). As the population of nonwhite students grows and whites become 

in comparison a smaller percentage of the school population, white students can be gradually 

exposed to peers of other races, but most minority students continue to be educated in more 

segregated environments. As Frankenberg and Orfield state, one repercussion of “these diverging 

trends is that whites can perceive an increase in interracial contact even as African American and 

Latino students are increasingly isolated, often severely so” (Orfield et al. 2016). 

To further this point, it is valuable to note the rising instance of “apartheid schools—

meaning schools whose white population is 1 percent or less” (Hannah-Jones 2014b). In 2011, it 

                                                      
1 Although the word “minority” can be used to describe any number of racial, ethnic, cultural, and/or marginalized 

groups in the context of the U.S., it is important to note that “minority” in this paper typically refers to students who 

identify as black or Latino, as these are often the largest racial groups isolated and affected by school segregation.  
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was reported that the percentage of ‘apartheid schools’ in the U.S. had risen from 3.4% to 6.8% 

since 1988, the year which typically marks the peak of school integration following Brown v. 

Board (Hannah-Jones 2014b). Today, around 15% of black students and 14% of Latinos attend 

these near completely segregated schools, while less than 1% of white students experience the 

same isolation (Gary Orfield, Kucsera, and Siegel-Hawley 2012). The growth in apartheid schools 

is shocking, but combined with the increasing isolation of black and Latino students in intensely 

segregated schools, where minorities are 90-100% of the population, the problem is simply 

alarming. Though Latino enrollment in public schools has grown by 495% since 1968 

(Frankenberg and Orfield 2014), the level of segregation for these students in 90-100% minority 

schools has quadrupled from 12% to 43% during that time (Gary Orfield, Kucsera, and Siegel-

Hawley 2012). The percentage of black students in intensely segregated schools has grown across 

all regions since 1988, despite the percentage of black enrollment remaining steady for decades 

(Frankenberg and Orfield 2014). All together, this speaks to an increasingly grim level of school 

segregation in the U.S. 

One of the many reasons for the re-segregation of American public schools is release of 

districts from court-ordered integration. At the beginning of the second Bush administration, 595 

districts, including a few dozen outside of the south, were still bound by legal integration orders 

(Hannah-Jones 2014b). Today, that number has decreased to 340 (Hannah-Jones 2014b). In 2012, 

Reardon et al. discovered that these school districts typically reversed 60% of the integration they 

had achieved within ten years of being released from a court order. In districts freed from 

desegregation mandates between 1990 and 2011, 53% of black students now attend apartheid 

schools (Hannah-Jones 2014a). This too offers evidence to suggest that segregation is a modern, 

worsening problem.  
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 In addition to the growing racial disparities in U.S. Schools, some scholars have also drawn 

attention to trends in “double” and “triple” segregation. In nearly all major American cities, 

minority students are considerably more likely than their white counterparts to attend public 

schools where more than half the enrolled population lives in poverty. This confluence of racial 

and socioeconomic concentration is termed “double segregation” (Wong 2016). Researchers have 

also taken note of an increasing instance of “triple segregation,” which occurs when low-income 

English language learners of a particular race are isolated in certain schools (Lockette 2010). 

Across all regions in the U.S., 60% of black and Latino students attend schools where more than 

50% of the enrolled population is considered to be in poverty, compared to 18% of white students 

(Orfield and Lee 2005). 88% of nonwhite racially isolated schools are also high poverty schools 

(Orfield and Lee 2005). Although the average national enrollment of low-income students is 

51.7%, black and Latino students typically attend schools where 67.9% of their peers fall into this 

category (Orfield et al. 2016). This correlation has steadily worsened over the past two decades 

(Orfield et al. 2016). It is argued that these factors further enforce the opportunity gap that exists 

between students who move through these heavily segregated schools and their more privileged 

counterparts (Lockette 2010). It is important to recognize these trends alongside racial segregation, 

because they are inextricably linked in many ways. Given the high likelihood that racially isolated 

schools will also have a large number of students in poverty, it is necessary to consider the 

ramifications that the combination of these factors might have on academic achievement (Orfield 

and Lee 2005).  

Implications of Segregation 

 With recognition of the growing trend of school segregation in the U.S., a number of 

researchers have explored the effects of racial and socioeconomic isolation on students. As a 2012 

report from the Civil Rights Project states, “schools of concentrated poverty and segregated 
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minority schools are strongly related to an array of factors that limit educational opportunities and 

outcomes. These include less experienced and less qualified teachers, high levels of teacher 

turnover, less successful peer groups and inadequate facilities and learning materials” (Gary 

Orfield, Kucsera, and Siegel-Hawley 2012). While controlling for student, school, family, and 

neighborhood influences, one study concluded that children attending high minority enrollment 

schools (70% or more) gained significantly fewer literacy skills during first grade, and showed 

lower mathematical learning in both kindergarten and first grade (Ready and Silander 2011). 

Another article investigated the effects of classroom racial composition on early language 

development and found that socioeconomic status (SES) and racial diversity were independent, 

highly influential factors for pre-K learning (Reid 2016). Reid concluded that high-minority and 

low-SES classrooms are at a “significant disadvantage in promoting children’s development,” 

while more balanced environments present clear benefits (2016). Yet another study observed 

statistically significant negative relationships between attendance at racially segregated schools 

and achievement in reading and mathematics (Mickelson et al. 2016). These authors’ findings are 

especially noteworthy because they measured student achievement in grades K-12 and found that 

the “association of racial segregation with performance compounds over time” (Mickelson et al. 

2016). One review of fifty-nine studies related to student performance in varied racial 

environments revealed that forty-four researchers had reported instances in which racial 

composition had statistically significant influences on outcomes (Mickelson and Bottia 2010). The 

article’s findings indicate that integrated classrooms are associated with higher achievement in 

math, while increasing concentrations of minority students are negatively associated with 

performance (Mickelson and Bottia 2010). All together, these studies represent a sample of recent 
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scholarship concerning the effects of racial segregation on the opportunity gap, and the promise of 

alternatives that work toward more integrated schools.  

In addition to studies that address the ramifications of racial isolation for student 

achievement, several scholars have investigated the effects of attending high-poverty schools. An 

article by Dotterer, Iruka, and Pungello referenced numerous studies which concluded that children 

of low socioeconomic status have a depressed level of school readiness and academic competence 

in comparison to high-SES students (2012). Research focused on kindergarteners found that 

students from low-SES backgrounds scored lower on cognitive and language assessments than 

their more affluent peers (West 2000). In his argument for socioeconomic status-based integration 

measures, Kahlenberg references the National Assessment of Educational Progress, which found 

that low-income fourth graders who attended schools with higher levels of SES soared two years 

above their peers at high-poverty schools in math achievement (Kahlenberg 2012). Alongside the 

trends in achievement correlated with the racial composition of classrooms, it is evident that 

environments with concentrated low-SES populations can worsen the effects of racial isolation in 

schools. Orfield and Lee argue that “the simplification of segregation into a purely racial issue 

ignores the fact that schools tend to reflect and intensify the racial stratification in society” (2005). 

Although racial segregation often stands at the forefront of justifications for integration, it is 

difficult to ignore the correlation of racial isolation and poverty concentration, especially when 

considering SES-based alternatives.  

Why Integration Benefits All Students 
 There are measurably positive effects with regard to academic achievement for minority 

students who attend racially integrated schools, and studies have shown that increasing minority 

populations in majority white schools has little to no negative effect on all students’ performance 

(Hawley 2007). A new report suggests that “‘diversity makes us smarter’” because research has 
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shown that learning from students of diverse backgrounds leads to better critical thinking and 

problem solving skills (Wells, Fox, and Cordova-Cobo 2016). Another study indicates that racially 

diverse groups are more effective than homogeneous groups when it comes to collaborative 

problem solving (Phillips 2017). Beyond academics, integrated schools have the capacity to affect 

students on a social level. Studies have found that diverse educational environments motivate 

students to “challenge stereotypes and implicit biases toward people of different races and 

ethnicities” (Anderson 2016). Killen, Crystal, and Ruck’s study of social development across 

multiple grade levels found that students in racially heterogeneous schools were more aware of the 

immorality surrounding racial injustice and more likely to be proactive advocates in instances of 

racial exclusion (2007). Other authors have noted that attending diverse schools prepares students 

to manage adult life in an increasingly racially mixed society, and that 96% of major employers 

indicate that comfort “‘working with colleagues, customers, and/or clients from diverse cultural 

backgrounds’” is a vital skill (Wells, Fox, and Cordova-Cobo 2016). It has also been shown that 

learning in integrated environments primes students for active citizenship; studies indicated 

increased civic engagement among people who were educated in diverse classrooms (Wells, Fox, 

and Cordova-Cobo 2016). Although many authors have reported positive social effects as a result 

of racial integration, others argue that it does not produce these outcomes in every case.  

It cannot be assumed that racial heterogeneity will lead to “relational integration” among 

students, defined as social mixing and friendship across races in an educational setting (Moody 

2001). In his sociological study of friendship groups across two racially mixed high schools, 

Moody found that simple exposure to students of other races does not promote social integration 

in itself (Moody 2001). His study also noted that students are more likely to engage with 

multiracial friend groups if the school actively creates environments and activities where this can 
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occur (Moody 2001).  Research on racial attitudes following Brown v. Board found that 

desegregation actually had a negative effect on whites’ prejudice toward black peers, which was 

evident in 53% of studies on the subject (Saks and Saxe 1986). However, the authors that reference 

this data argue that it is limited because it was produced during the initial phases of desegregation 

and did not take into account existing race relations in the communities (Saks and Saxe 1986). In 

fact, they cite another study that found racial attitudes to be more positive one year after 

desegregation was implemented (Saks and Saxe 1986).  

 In general, the literature appears to support the idea of integration as socially beneficial. A 

compilation of research on the long-term effects of 20th century desegregation reported that black 

students from integrated schools were more likely to include white people in their social circles 

and live in racially mixed neighborhoods (Dawkins and Braddock 1994). The authors also reported 

that both white and black students educated in desegregated settings were more likely to seek 

employment in diverse environments and that cities with integrated schools tended to gain more 

racially heterogeneous housing (Dawkins and Braddock 1994). Dawkins and Braddock’s research 

indicates that integrating schools helps to reduce the instance of factors that lead to segregation, 

such as racial stratification between neighborhoods (1994). A comprehensive study on black adults 

who experienced mandated desegregation as children found that they had higher educational 

attainment, improved socioeconomic outcomes, decreased incarceration rates, and better health 

later in life as a result of their schooling experience (Johnson 2011). Overall, there are a number 

of positive social outcomes that affect students of many races and backgrounds in integrated 

schools. Diversifying classrooms is not only beneficial for minority students, but a progressive 

step toward building more inclusive attitudes in society as a whole.  
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Chapter II: Policy Solutions 
 Integration following Brown v. Board was anything but easy, and by the late 1980s legal 

changes started to dismantle many mandated desegregation programs, making integration more 

challenging to maintain (Wong 2016). Some integration proponents see the outcome of the 2007 

Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle School District No. 1  (Hereafter referred to as 

PICS ) case as a continuation of attempts to eat away at desegregation laws (Wong 2016). This 

Supreme Court decision questioned the constitutionality of a number of integration policies across 

the country and ruled that the use of race as a defining characteristic of individual students in 

determining school placement violated the equal protection clause of the 14th Amendment 

(Frankenberg 2011). Although many view the PIC S decision as a setback for integration, the 

Supreme Court affirmed that sustaining diverse schools and averting racial isolation were 

“compelling state interests” (Frankenberg 2011).  

In response, integration proponents set themselves to finding other workable means of 

increasing exposure among students of different backgrounds. The result was a proliferation of 

socioeconomic status-based school assignment policies in districts throughout the U.S. The goals 

of SES-based integration alternatives are two-fold: while it is recognized that preventing racial 

isolation is still a primary concern, many policymakers are also interested in alleviating 

socioeconomic segregation (Potter, Quick, and Davies 2016). SES-based policies are the new 

standard not only because they are the most legally viable, but also because they have the potential 

to be a cost-effective policy option. Kahlenberg argues that SES-based integration is a financially 

pragmatic response to the challenges students face in segregated environments, especially in 

contrast to “pouring additional dollars into high-poverty schools,” which studies have shown is 

less effective than distributing low-income students more evenly across schools (2012). 

Furthermore, SES-based solutions could address the issue of double-segregation, given that 
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poverty levels are often a reasonable substitution for race. According to U.S. Census data, nearly 

26% of black people and 23% of Latinos live below the poverty level, compared to 11.6% of 

whites (Macartney, Bishaw, and Fontenot 2013). As Orfield and Lee report, 88% of nonwhite 

racially isolated schools also have at least 50% students on free or reduced lunch (Orfield and Lee 

2005). In contrast, only 15% of schools with 90% or more white enrollment have the same poverty 

levels (Kozol 2006). Only 1% of white students attend “extreme poverty schools,” where more 

than 90% of the enrolled population receives free lunch, compared to a 12% rate among black and 

Latino students (Orfield and Lee 2005). Although there can be no perfect proxy, it appears that 

students’ race is often correlated with their socioeconomic status and attempting to reduce the 

concentration of high-poverty schools would likely contribute to greater racial integration. 

Today, one hundred districts across America use SES as a factor in determining students’ 

school assignment (Kahlenberg 2016). These alternatives have manifested in a number of different 

forms, including the redefinition of attendance zone boundaries and district-wide choice programs 

(Potter, Quick, and Davies 2016). It is important to note that the implementation of these policies 

varies slightly across districts, as they are typically designed and approved at the local level. The 

following sections offer a general description of both policy models, as well as a preliminary 

discussion of their potential advantages and challenges.  

Policy Design I: Attendance Zone Boundaries  
 Redrawing attendance zone boundaries is the most frequently used strategy for promoting 

integration using socioeconomic status (Potter, Quick, and Davies 2016). Implementing a zone-

based integration policy entails restructuring the boundaries within the district to stretch across 

different neighborhoods as opposed to simply encompassing an area with relatively uniform 

income levels. (Quick 2016). This alternative is common because it doesn’t require districts to 

drastically alter the zone-centered structure of existing enrollment and assignment practices; 
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students living in a particular area can still expect to attend a certain school (Quick 2016). 

Proponents of this alternative highlight the potential for all schools in the district to become more 

evenly integrated (Potter, Quick, and Davies 2016). One downside of this option is the need to 

routinely re-evaluate zone boundaries as a student population grows and changes, which can be a 

sticking point with many families (Potter, Quick, and Davies 2016). Another challenge of 

attendance zone policies is that parents may still elect to live in an area based on its associated 

school, which can lead to an imbalance in integration (Frankenberg 2011). While redrawing 

boundaries is a common solution for segregation, it is not the only workable alternative.  

Policy Design II : Controlled Choice 

The second method of SES-based integration included in this analysis is the creation of 

open-choice districts, where families can submit a list of their favored schools and the district will 

assign students based on these preferences as well as a variety of other measures (Potter, Quick, 

and Davies 2016). According to Potter, Quick, and Davies,  

Districts with choice programs that effectively promote integration typically have 

clear diversity goals for student enrollment; devote resources to student recruitment 

and family engagement, …monitor diversity during the school application phase 

and adjust recruitment strategies as needed; consider socioeconomic factors in the 

algorithm for assigning students to schools; and/or invest in new programming to 

attract students of different backgrounds to apply to schools that are currently less 

diverse (2016).  

Choice-based systems assign students to schools based on an algorithm that can use various 

metrics to determine students’ SES, such as subsidized lunch, family income, parental education 

levels, or the geographic zone in which they live (Potter, Quick, and Davies 2016). “Controlled 

choice” alternatives are supported by parents in a number of different districts where they have 
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been implemented, and they have the advantage of being able to maintain diversity even as district 

demographics change (Kahlenberg 2016). Typically, the opposition to choice-based policies stems 

from parents’ uncertainty about which school their children will attend, and if it will be convenient 

(Kahlenberg 2016). Controlled choice programs are markedly different from attendance zone 

policies in terms of the agency they offer to parents, which often leads to broad community support 

(Potter, Quick, and Davies 2016). 

 Although quite different in structure, both zoning and choice-based integration alternatives 

are promising responses to the problem of segregated schools. The following chapter will provide 

an overview of the specific case studies in this analysis and an explanation of the methods used to 

evaluate each policy.  
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Chapter III: Research Design 
Case Study Selection 

Based on a variety of conditions, four districts emerged as the most appropriate case studies 

for my analysis. I selected attendance zone policies in Wake County, North Carolina and Eden 

Prairie, Minnesota, as well as controlled choice plans in Jefferson County, Kentucky and 

Cambridge, Massachusetts. In order to provide a varied, but balanced picture of each policy design, 

I considered several criteria when selecting each district. First, I attempted to choose locations 

with a limited presence of charter and magnet schools. Although many districts have intertwined 

the use of magnets and charters with their integration policies, my analysis is centered around 

alternatives which primarily sort students into traditional public schools. The rationale behind this 

choice has two major components. First, because law varies from state to state, I chose to exclude 

districts with a heavy charter presence in favor of policy generalizability. Additionally, a number 

of studies have demonstrated that charters are actually more segregated than traditional public 

schools, and are therefore not a viable contribution to integration efforts (Orfield et al. 2016). 

While this is not the only accepted narrative, the mixed evidence surrounding charter schools’ 

connection to segregation led me to exclude districts with a substantial number of charters. Second, 

because magnet schools require special applications and admission is typically merit-based, I felt 

that districts using magnets would disrupt the measurement of integration in non-specialized 

schools. Charters, similarly, have the potential to draw students unevenly from the general 

population, which could complicate the diverse distribution of students among traditional public 

schools. Still, I acknowledge that many highly segregated districts across the country have 

employed magnets and charters as part of their integration solutions, and they are workable 

alongside such policies.   
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In addition to filtering for a focus on traditional schools, I wanted to ensure that these four 

case studies were comparable across several major characteristics. I considered how long each 

policy had been in effect, in order to provide a short and long-term view of the results, 

implementation, and response. Wake County introduced its SES-based attendance zones in 2000, 

while Cambridge laid out its controlled choice plan in 2001 (Williams and Houck 2013)(Fiske 

2002). Eden Prairie rezoned for integration in 2011, and Jefferson County initiated its choice 

policy in 2012 (Bridges 2016a)(Frankenberg and Diem 2013). Next, I tried to balance my analysis 

in terms of the size of each district to observe how the policies functioned in both small and large 

communities. Eden Prairie and Cambridge are both relatively compact suburban districts, serving 

9,202 and 6,539 students, respectively (National Center for Education Statistics 2015). Jefferson 

County and Wake County represent much larger, urban/suburban districts in the south, with 

100,602 and 155,820 students, respectively (National Center for Education Statistics 2015). As 

southern districts, Wake and Jefferson both have a long, contentious history with integration efforts 

that continues to affect modern policy changes (Diem et al. 2014). In terms of broad similarities, 

all four districts are predominantly white, but each has a sizable population of black and Latino 

students.2 All four are governed by an elected school board, which was responsible for the design, 

approval, and implementation of the integration initiatives.  

There are several factors that distinguish the districts with attendance zone polices from 

the others. Wake County is unique because it experienced unyielding population growth and 

school expansion during the years the integration plan was in effect (National Center for Education 

Statistics 2015). In contrast, the other districts’ populations remained fairly constant. Eden Prairie 

is also distinct in that its recently implemented integration policy was its first initiative to equalize 

                                                      
2 See the appendix for case study district demographics.  
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schools, while the other three districts adopted SES-based assignment as the latest iteration of their 

desegregation strategy (Bridges 2016a). Still, the four districts are relatively consistent in their 

similarities and differences, which allows for a somewhat objective comparison of the two policy 

types.  The next four sections offer a brief description of each location’s integration plan.  

Wake County, North Carolina 

Wake County is one of the most studied instances of attendance zone-based integration. 

The Wake County Public School System (WCPSS), the largest district in the state, includes the 

city of Raleigh and its surrounding suburbs (Siegel-Hawley 2011). In 2000, WCPSS adopted an 

SES-based assignment policy that intentionally moved clusters of students to new schools in order 

to maintain a balance of students on free and reduced-price lunch across the district (Walker 2001). 

In 2009, the majority on the community-elected school board flipped and immediately voted to 

discontinue the diversity policy, taking the district back to a neighborhood-based assignment plan 

for the first time since 1980 (Williams and Houck 2013).  

E den Prairie, Minnesota 

Eden Prairie is an affluent, predominantly white suburb of Minneapolis, Minnesota (Eaton 

2012). In the last twenty years, the district has seen an increase in minority populations and the 

percentage of white residents has decreased from 94% to 75% (Bridges 2016a). In order to 

accommodate the changes in its demographics, the district designed new attendance zone 

boundaries with the aim of reducing concentrated poverty (Krull 2012). The policy was enacted 

based on concerns about a persisting achievement gap and the syphoning of low-income students 

into one of the district’s five elementary schools (Bridges 2016a). Similar to Wake County, 

policymakers in Eden Prairie used free and reduced price lunch as the primary marker of students’ 

socioeconomic status when attempting to create balanced zones (Samuels 2011). 
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Jef ferson County, Kentucky  

 Jefferson County, which includes Louisville and its surrounding suburbs, assigns students 

using a widely-studied controlled choice policy (Bridges 2016b). The Louisville integration plan 

has been reframed several times in the last ten years, but the current system uses measures of 

household income, proportion of minority residents, and parental education levels to categorize 

the census blocks within the district’s boundaries (Bridges 2016b). Parents are given a choice 

among elementary schools in a geographic cluster, specifically designed to include communities 

from different blocks (Jefferson County Board of Education 2014). Jefferson County Public 

Schools (JCPS) then balances family preferences with the percentage of students drawn from each 

category in order to achieve the desired level of integration in schools (Jefferson County Board of 

Education 2014).  

Cambridge, Massachusetts 
Cambridge, Massachusetts is home to a very diverse population and about 45% of its 

students receive free and reduced lunch (Kahlenberg 2011). The district boasts the oldest 

controlled choice system in the country, implemented in 1981 (Learned-Miller 2016). In 2001, 

Cambridge shifted its policy to make socioeconomic status the primary factor in assigning 

students, and required that all public schools maintain a population of low-income students within 

a certain margin of the district average for free and reduced lunch (Kahlenberg 2011). Cambridge’s 

current plan rests on decades of practice in controlled choice, making it a stable, well-tested policy 

(Kahlenberg 2011).  

Defining and Evaluating Criteria 

 I selected four criteria with which to evaluate each case study. The first is “effectiveness,” 

which I define as the ability of the policy to achieve improved racial integration, both immediately 

and over time. While it is possible that some districts were more successful in reducing 
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socioeconomic disparities between school populations, their plans are not considered “effective” 

in this analysis unless there was also a positive change in racial diversity. The second criterion is 

“cost,” which considers the financial burden of the policy on the district. It is challenging to 

determine the exact expenditure of these integration plans, so I evaluated this criterion by 

identifying the services each district needed to provide to ensure that it its policy functioned 

smoothly. The third standard for analysis is “political feasibility,” which is a measure of how easily 

the policy was approved and maintained by the school board, in light of political differences and 

community responses. For this criterion, I considered how each district’s policy environment was 

affected by factors such as historical integration plans, community advocacy and opposition, and 

the political structure of the school board. The final measure is “ease of implementation,” which 

takes into account the procedures involved in the policy and their effect on the students and 

families in the district. Essentially, this criterion examines the potential of the policy to burden the 

community, in addition to considering the challenges each district may have faced in transitioning 

to and managing a new integration program. The last three criteria are more subjective than the 

first, which is why I decided to use both quantitative and qualitative measures to evaluate each 

policy design.  

 A significant part of my research involved interviewing policymakers and staff in each 

district, as well as gaining a broader perspective from correspondence with several integration 

scholars. My case study-specific interview subjects were carefully chosen based on their position, 

involvement with the policy, and the years they worked in the district. The number of interviews 

I conducted was limited by the responses I received to my requests, but I was able to speak with 

one person directly involved with the policy creation or implementation in each district, as well as 

three policy analysts and scholars whose research is focused in modern desegregation efforts.  
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 In addition to interviews, I collected raw data on the racial composition of elementary 

schools in each of my case study districts. My rationale for analyzing exclusively elementary 

demographics was three-fold. First, some integration initiatives, such as the zoning in Eden Prairie, 

are implemented only on the elementary level (Bridges 2016a). Second, K-5 schools typically form 

the largest portion of schools in a district and are almost entirely comprised of traditional public 

schools within my four case studies. Finally, it is arguable that integration is especially significant 

at the elementary level because of the rapid growth in students' cognitive and social skills, which 

researchers have demonstrated is influenced by the racial composition of their classrooms (Reid 

2016). Using the Common Core of Data available through the National Center for Education 

Statistics, I was able to record the racial demographics for all of the elementary schools in my case 

study districts in the year prior to the adoption of the policy, the first year it was in effect, and three 

years after its implementation. Since Wake County and Cambridge introduced their policies 

between 1999 and 2000, I added additional years in order to evaluate the long-term changes in the 

district. This data is only available through the 2014-2015 school year, so it is relevant, but not 

necessarily current. I used these records to determine the effectiveness of the four policies by 

observing the changes in the demographic composition of schools in each district.  

It is important to note that not all scholars agree about how to best evaluate trends in school 

segregation. In an article about the current state of racial isolation in schools, Reardon and Owens 

make a distinction between two methods for measuring segregation, one that focuses on 

“unevenness,” or the “extent to which a student population is unevenly distributed among schools,” 

and another that gauges exposure vs. isolation, which examines “the extent to which students are 

enrolled in schools with high or low proportions of a given racial group” (2014). While Orfield et 

al. evaluate segregation using the latter metric, these authors argue that the former is more 
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appropriate, while still acknowledging that “there is no one correct measure of segregation” 

(Reardon and Owens 2014). Reardon and Owen’s exposure vs. isolation method could be helpful 

when comparing adjacent districts with drastically different racial populations, but is less useful 

when attempting to evaluate the disparities between individual schools. Although their approach 

is still valuable, measuring unevenness across schools in a district is more appropriate for my 

analysis. In order to assess the ability of an integration policy to effectively support the formation 

of more racially heterogeneous schools, observing the change in unevenness of a student 

population over several years is essential.  

To compare student distribution over time, I used the Blau's Index for diversity, which 

measures the evenness of the spread of a population across defined categories (Harrison and Klein 

2007). I calculated the Blau's Index for the full elementary population in each district as well as 

the student enrollment in each school for every relevant year. Then, I found the average difference 

between each school's Blau value and the district value for each year. This method takes into 

account the change in each district's enrollment over time, because ideally, an integration policy 

would respond to any shift in demographics. It also measures the diversity of the schools against 

the level of diversity in their particular district, since perfect integration would see the spread of a 

district's population reflected exactly in each of its schools, as opposed to a more generalized 

standard. Following this method, if the average difference between the district and school Blau 

values decreases, then the elementary population would be more evenly spread in terms of race.  

As a second measure of effectiveness, I selected the predominant racial groups from each 

case study and calculated the average difference, using absolute value, between the district 

population and the percentage of students of that race in each school. I did this across the same 

years used in the Blau analysis. This measure differs from the comparison of Blau values because 
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it examines the spread of individual racial groups across the district, as opposed to the general 

diversity of schools. Following this method, if the average difference between the district and 

school percentages for a particular race decreases over time, then students of that race would be 

more evenly enrolled among the area’s elementary schools.  

Finally, I calculated the average difference between the percentage of students in each 

district who are eligible for free and reduced price lunch and the population of the same 

demographic in every elementary school. I chose to include a measure for unevenness in 

socioeconomic status because these four policies are designed to integrate schools on the basis of 

income diversity. Though policymakers are hopeful that SES-based policies will reduce racial 

segregation, that outcome is dependent on class being a close proxy for race. This measure will 

allow me to determine if each integration plan functionally diversifies schools on two levels, but 

it may also expose the limitations of some socioeconomic status-based programs.  

L imitations 
 It is important to note that this analysis is limited by its breadth in several ways. First, my 

research is specific to only four of the nearly one-hundred districts across the country that have 

adopted an SES-based integration policy (Kahlenberg 2016). This means that my findings could 

be biased by the outcomes in these particular case studies and may not be generalizable to all 

settings and policy environments. Still, I was careful to choose case studies with established 

integration plans, some of which have been touted as models for other districts (Kahlenberg 2012). 

Second, since I was only able to reach one policymaker per case study for an interview, it is 

possible that their views do not represent the opinions of the broader group of actors within each 

district. I have attempted to fill this gap with information from various studies and local news 

articles, which provide a wider perspective of responses to the integration plans. Finally, my 

research assumes that implementing an integration policy of any kind is better than leaving districts 
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to adhere to more segregated assignment plans. My interviewees, both those involved directly with 

districts and those who study integration on a more comprehensive level, are all supportive of 

desegregation efforts and believe that these policies are an important step for the communities in 

my analysis. Given that this study compares two integration models, as opposed to evaluating 

desegregation initiatives against standard neighborhood assignment plans, I believe that particular 

bias is appropriate. Bearing in mind the strengths and weaknesses of these research methods, the 

following chapters present an analysis of each case study’s relationship to the aforementioned 

criteria.  
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Chapter IV: Attendance Zone Policies 
 

Wake County Public School System, North Carolina 

H istory  

Integration is not a new idea in Wake County, North Carolina. In 1976, the Wake County 

Public School System merged with Raleigh City Schools to form the massive, diverse urban-

suburban district that exists today (Williams and Houck 2013). The merger was first proposed 

through a public referendum, which was rejected, leading school officials to work with the state 

legislature to force the unification of the districts in the name of integration (Williams and Houck 

2013). The political tension between WCPSS leaders and the wider community carries through 

decisions in the county today. Beginning in 1981, WCPSS instituted a race-based integration 

policy, which remained in effect until 2000 (Williams and Houck 2013). In the late 1990s, district 

leaders saw a shift in the legal landscape and decided it was time to make a change (Silberman 

2002). The Supreme Court was rolling back race-based desegregation in a number of other 

southern districts, so rather than engage in a court battle, Wake County moved toward a 

socioeconomic status-based assignment plan, becoming the first metropolitan district to do so 

(Silberman 2002)(Ayscue and Woodward 2014).  

Using students’ eligibility for free and reduced lunch as the metric for determining their 

SES, WCPSS decided to set an enrollment limit that stated no school could have more than 40% 

of its students receiving subsidized lunch (Siegel-Hawley 2011). Additionally, the School System 

capped the proportion of “low-achieving students” at 25% per school (Diem et al. 2014). It is 

important to note that the policy sets an upper limit on the percentage of students who fit into these 

populations, but does not stipulate a minimum for each school. Theoretically, a school could have 

few to no students labeled as low-income or low-achieving and still be in compliance with the 

policy (Silberman 2002). In order to disperse students of different backgrounds across the schools 
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in the district, WCPSS was divided into over 1,300 “nodes” of 450 or fewer students that fit into 

a single class bracket (Diem et al. 2014). A “node” was defined as a “group of households in the 

same geographic area,” and each was typically homogeneous in terms of socioeconomic status 

(Kahlenberg 2012). In the fall of 2000, over 3,500 students were reassigned to new schools in 

order to meet the district’s diversity goals (Walker 2001). Seen as a trailblazer, Wake County 

quickly rose as a national leader in SES-based integration (Walker 2001).  

In the following years, Wake County’s growth became a significant impediment to the 

success of its diversity initiatives. Between 2000 and 2009, the district’s enrollment increased from 

98,950 to 140,558 students, making it the sixteenth largest in the nation (National Center for 

Education Statistics 2015). The percentage of Hispanic and Latino students in the district grew by 

a factor of nearly 76.8% (Frankenberg and Diem 2013). Twenty-two new elementary schools were 

built during the eight years the integration policy was in effect (National Center for Education 

Statistics 2015). The surge in student population put a strain on the assignment plan because the 

need for new schools was often in communities on the edges of the county (Evans 2017). Growing 

dissatisfaction among parents about the length of bus rides, frequent school reassignments, and 

overcrowding led voters to flip the school board in 2009 (Evans 2017). The newly elected board 

voted 5-4 to eliminate SES-based assignment entirely, in favor of a neighborhood system (Diem 

et al. 2014). In less than a decade, Wake County’s celebrated model for integration had failed. The 

policymakers in the district could not have predicted the challenges they would face, but WCPSS’s 

unfortunate outcome offers a valuable perspective of large-scale attendance zone plans.  

E ffectiveness 
Overall, Wake County was able to keep levels of segregation by SES under control until 

2009 (Williams and Houck 2013). In 2000, only six elementary schools in the district had more 

than 40% students receiving free and reduced price lunch (Frankenberg and Diem 2013). After 
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two years, 75% of schools were in compliance with the caps for SES and student achievement, 

and about two thirds were considered racially diverse (Frankenberg and Diem 2013). Diem and 

Frankenberg claim that this success was largely due to the correlation between race and SES in 

Wake County (2013). My analysis of the average difference between the population of students 

eligible for free and reduced lunch (FRL) in the district and in each elementary school suggests 

that the policy was able to stem, but not reduce socioeconomic segregation. 

Figure 1 

 

Figure 1 shows that as the percentage of Wake County students eligible for subsidized lunch grew, 

the district was somewhat successful in preventing schools from becoming too uneven in terms of 

income diversity. In 2009, when the attendance zone policy was terminated by the school board, 

the average difference between the district’s and schools’ low-SES populations was 12.8%. This 

difference jumped to 18.4% by 2014 as the percentage of FRL-eligible students in the district 

continued to grow, suggesting that while in effect, the policy was successful in averting severe 
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socioeconomic segregation. Still, WCPSS was unable to meet its goal. In 2009, about one third of 

its elementary schools had more than 40% low-income enrollment.  

In terms of racial segregation, Wake County failed to control growing unevenness among 

its schools during the population boom. As evidenced by Figure 2, the average difference between 

elementary schools’ Blau value and the district value decreased in the first year of implementation 

before steadily increasing over the following years. 

Figure 2 

 

Overtime, it is clear that the policy could not keep up with the rising number of students and the 

growing level of diversity in the district. My second method for analyzing racial integration 

displays a similar trend.  

 While the Blau values give the impression that Wake County’s policy was successful in 

reducing racial segregation its very first year, an examination of the spread among specific racial 

groups suggests otherwise. Over the years that the attendance zone plan was in effect, the average 
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difference between the population of Hispanic, black, and white students in the district and in each 

elementary school grew beyond its level in 1999. 

Table 13 

AVERAGE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN DISTRICT AND SCHOOL POPULATIONS  

OF CERTAIN RACIAL GROUPS IN WAKE COUNTY  
% Hispanic 

District 

Avg. Diff. 

Hispanic 

% Black 

District 

Avg. Diff. 

Black 

% White 

District 

Avg. Diff. 

White 

1999 4.7% 3.2% 28.5% 11.0% 62.7% 11.4% 

2000 5.7% 3.8% 29.3% 11.2% 60.7% 12.2% 

2003 9.2% 4.8% 30.4% 13.6% 55.6% 14.2% 

2008 13.7% 6.6% 29.2% 12.9% 50.7% 15.3% 

2014 18.3% 8.7% 22.1% 12.1% 47.8% 17.2% 
 

Table 1 indicates that the racial demographics of Wake County elementary schools became less 

similar to the makeup of the district over time. In every year after the implementation of the SES-

based policy, the average difference between school and district populations was greater than it 

was before the start of the plan. The increasing disparity of Hispanic students is especially telling. 

As the percentage of Hispanic students in the district grew, the average difference rose steadily, 

signifying the inability of WCPSS to maintain integration in the face of population change.  

I interviewed Laura Evans, who has been responsible for student assignment in Wake 

County since 2002. She explained that as the population grew, the district stopped trying to meet 

their exact percentage targets for SES diversity, and just attempted to prevent schools from 

becoming drastically different in their demographic composition (Evans 2017). The affect this had 

on racial diversity is evident in my data analysis, which shows the average difference between 

school and district Blau values increasing as the overall heterogeneity of the district grows. This 

difference increased slowly up until 2008, reflecting the drastic population change between 2003 

                                                      
3 Red indicates an increase in the average difference following the implementation of the integration policy, green 

denotes a decrease. 
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and 2008. Likewise, the disparity between district and school populations of Hispanic, black and 

white students increased during the eight years the policy was in effect. Williams and Houck found 

that the dissimilarity index, meaning the number of minority students who would have to move in 

order to make every school population equivalent to the district demographics, remained relatively 

stable until 2006, when it inched over the threshold for moderate segregation (2013). Following 

the repeal of the policy three years later, the district continued to diversify, and the average 

difference in Blau values increased again, suggesting the beginnings of re-segregation. Evans said 

that since 2009, “The range for free and reduced priced lunch has widened and the number of 

schools with a higher percentage for free and reduced price lunch has increased” (Evans 2017). 

This, along with my analysis of the district’s FRL eligible population, indicates that while in effect, 

the policy was working on some level to stem segregation, but was not successful in reducing it.  

In regard to effectiveness, Wake County’s attendance zone policy leads to two important 

findings. Typically, one benefit of this policy design comes with the fact that student reassignments 

are automatically determined by new geographic boundaries, making it possible to see immediate 

change in diversity among schools. In spite of the relocation of a significant number of students in 

the first year of the SES-based plan, racial and socioeconomic disparities among schools did not 

decrease. This suggests that the plan was not built to manage the breadth of diversity in the district. 

Another major fault of the policy was its inability to adapt easily to population growth. As the 

district’s elementary population became more diverse, the gap between district and school  

demographics widened. Ultimately, Wake County’s policy proved to be inflexible, and therefore 

ineffective in reducing segregation over time.  

Cost 
The financial cost of Wake County’s attendance zone plan comes down to one simple, but 

vital factor: transportation. In 2000, about $2.62 million of the district’s $29.2 million 
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transportation budget was spent on bus service for students assigned to schools specifically for 

diversity purposes (Silberman 2002). In discussing the decision to repeal the policy in 2009, Evans 

said, “There were several things that broke the camel’s back, but one of the huge ones, and one of 

the very public ones, was transportation. We could not sustain it. We were running over 900 buses 

a day and the routes were getting longer and longer” (Evans 2017). Between 2001 and 2009, the 

per pupil transportation costs increased by almost $200 (Williams and Houck 2013). The increase 

in cost was largely to do with the nature of the population growth in the county; because the schools 

that had space for more low-income students were often built in the farther reaches of the district, 

bus rides became longer (Evans 2017). Wake County is roughly 800 square miles, making travel 

times between areas a significant challenge (Bazelon 2008). Although transportation was the 

primary, if not the only, cost of Wake’s integration policy, it became a significant, unsustainable 

burden for the district as student enrollment increased. 

Political  Feasibility 

 The legacy of integration efforts in Wake County was key in the adoption of the 2000 SES-

based policy. WCPSS was never subject to court-ordered desegregation, and although equalizing 

schools did not have unanimous support within the community, nearly twenty years of voluntary 

racial integration set an important precedent (Silberman 2002). As Silberman writes, Wake County 

had developed a school system where the notion of racial balance was widely accepted…and 

schools and children were generally better off because of it. In other words, Wake County was not 

starting from scratch in its new tack on assigning students…” (2002). Due to the culture created in 

the district around the value of integration, the policy environment was receptive to a shift in SES-

based assignment, especially because it was framed as both legally necessary and as an important 

step for student achievement. The change was implemented shortly after a court decision that 

rolled back race-based assignment in another North Carolina district, in an attempt to prevent the 
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same challenge to Wake’s plan (Williams and Houck 2013). The fear that the policy’s termination 

would lead to the re-segregation of schools and lapsing quality in education across the district 

drove policymakers to find an alternative (Silberman 2002). Though the determination of school 

board and the superintendent were instrumental in adopting the SES-based plan and carrying it 

through the following nine years, they did experience challenges to their position on integration. 

The idea of neighborhood schools had been part of the discourse prior to 2000, but had 

never gained footing in the district leadership (Frankenberg and Diem 2013). There were several 

outspoken groups that accused the district of “social engineering,” but the school board’s majority 

remained uncontested until 2007 (Frankenberg and Diem 2013). Even as the community 

maintained a largely pro-integration stance, the tension between parents and district officials was 

growing. In the earlier years of the policy, many reassignments were due purely to increasingly 

overcrowded schools, not necessarily socioeconomic balancing (Archer 2005). Still, parents were 

watching their children get shuffled from school to school, often multiple times during their 

elementary or middle years (Evans 2017). In early 2002, parents staged a protest in opposition to 

a diversity assignment that would require 150 students to move from their predominantly white, 

affluent elementary school to another suburban school with a larger percentage of low-income 

students (Silberman 2002). In response to the pressure, and in an unfortunate capitulation of its 

integration goals, the Board voted against reassigning the students (Silberman 2002). It came down 

to a conviction that diversity was worth the burden placed on families and students, and that wasn’t 

enough for many in the community.   

Evans recalls it was parent complaints that instigated upheaval in the district, saying, 

“There are plenty of people who believe strongly that the diversity assignments are a good practice, 

and there are plenty of people who believe that they’re not” (Evans 2017). Diem and Frankenberg 
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quote a former Wake County school board member in explaining the philosophical demands of 

the job, “You have to really believe in what you’re doing, otherwise student assignment would be 

intolerable” (2013). Ultimately, frustrations with the policy became overwhelming and galvanized 

support for the five-person conservative majority elected to the school board in 2009 (Frankenberg 

and Diem 2013). Wake County’s school board is elected by voting district, and the nature of the 

population change was responsible for a political shift in several regions of the county. As more 

white people moved into the suburban voting districts, they propelled an increase in “white enclave 

schools,” defined as those with 10% more than the district average of white students (Frankenberg 

and Diem 2013). Between 2000 and 2009, there was significant growth in the number of white 

enclave schools, particularly in the voting districts that elected integration opponents (Frankenberg 

and Diem 2013). Many of these schools were also the newest in the county, and the farthest out in 

the Raleigh suburbs, meaning that reassigned students would have longer and longer bus rides 

(Frankenberg and Diem 2013). Furthermore, many of the voters moving into Wake were 

unfamiliar with and unsympathetic to the decades long struggle for desegregation that had “led so 

many native North Carolinians of all races to craft, support, and deeply believe in the district’s 

diversity policies” (Boger 2011). The growth in the district exacerbated the pitfalls of the 

assignment plan, and though setting diversity goals had been politically feasible, it seems it was 

not politically sustainable.  

I defined the criterion of political feasibility as “how easily the policy was approved and 

maintained by the school board, in light of political differences and community responses.” 

Though Wake’s SES-based assignment plan was only mildly controversial at its inception, it was 

not as easily maintained. Given that the community reaction was ultimately responsible for its 

failure, it seems that what started as a well-supported idea became less and less politically feasible 
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over time.  

E ase of Implementation 

Unfortunately for Wake County, a relatively simple policy became a nightmare in its 

implementation as a result of rapid population growth. Evans explained that the SES-based 

assignment plan came with the promise of a feeder pattern for students, that “for your twelve or 

thirteen years in school, if you started elementary school A, then you would go to middle school 

B six years later, and you would go to high school C four years after that” (Evans 2017). This 

quickly became impossible to uphold; students were not attending the same elementary school for 

all five grades, let alone following a set educational path (Evans 2017). The community was lost 

in the fray of the district’s attempts to compensate for its changing population, and parents from 

across the county were increasingly agitated. One study quotes a former district employee as 

saying,  

‘neighborhoods had been split multiple times in order to create the diversity that they [the 

district] were seeking in the schools. And this was particularly problematic for poorer 

families who were being moved farther and farther away from their houses in order to 

create diversity in the suburbs. And as the suburbs were running out of seats, the parents 

who lived there increasingly were beginning to wonder why is that kid in my school’ (Diem 

et al. 2014).  

Evans shared a similar sentiment: “You get to a point where far is too far and then you start to 

weigh the burden of the bus ride on the students” (Evans 2017). The burden was obviously great 

enough that it led the community to flip the school board. In the end, Wake County’s increasing 

population made the policy impossible to implement as it was originally intended, and the result 

was chaotic for the district and its families.  
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Conclusions 
 Without the complications presented by the swift changes in student enrollment, it is 

possible that Wake County would have been more successful in integrating its schools. Still, the 

failure of the policy exposes a number of challenges inherent to an attendance zone plan. First, 

when a district as geographically large as Wake attempts to balance its schools, transportation 

becomes an issue. When breaking up high poverty schools means busing low-income students out 

to the suburbs, it not only raises the issue of a difficult commute for one of the district’s more 

vulnerable populations, it also places a financial burden on the school system and its taxpayers. 

Second, the success of the policy rests solely on a belief in the value of diversity, and offers nothing 

else to encourage parents to comply with changes. Families struggling with the unpredictability of 

their children’s education are unlikely to be amenable to a moral plea on the part of the school 

board, and the constant re-assignments in Wake generated a great deal of tension between district 

leaders and the community. Finally, the policy proved entirely unsuccessful in accommodating 

population growth, which is a challenge that many districts might face, and therefore loses points 

for generalizability. Ultimately, Wake’s failure provides a number of valuable lessons, but perhaps 

not a widely applicable model.  
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E den Prairie Public Schools, Minnesota 

H istory 
 Eden Prairie recognized the need to adapt to a changing community. The quiet suburb of 

Minneapolis saw a significant increase in racial, socioeconomic and cultural diversity from 1990 

to 2010 (Bridges 2016a). Largely due to its highly regarded school system, the community has 

increasingly attracted minority and low-income families (Bridges 2016a). In 2010, the elementary 

population was 63% white, 14% black, 5% Hispanic and Latino, 13% Asian, and 4% multiracial 

(National Center for Education Statistics 2015). Despite the diversity of the community, the 

majority of Eden Prairie’s Somali immigrants, black students, and low-income children were 

concentrated at Forest Hills Elementary (Eaton 2012). In terms of socioeconomic status, about 

24% of elementary students in the district received free or reduced price lunch in 2010, but Forest 

Hills had 50% of its students eligible for the program (National Center for Education Statistics 

2015). The four other schools in the district had between 12% and 29% of their students qualify 

for lunch assistance (National Center for Education Statistics 2015). While the percentage of white 

students at Forest Hills was 44% in 2010, it was between 60 and 75% at surrounding schools 

(National Center for Education Statistics 2015).  

Acknowledging the obvious inequality present in the system, former Superintendent 

Melissa Krull set an integration plan into motion. In an interview, she explained that the plan was 

not only about equality, but also about preventing overcrowding (Krull 2017). After reviewing 

several possible boundary plans, the board selected a map that ensured no more than a 10% 

difference in low-income students between schools (Krull 2017). The goal was for no elementary 

school to have more than 25% of students eligible for free lunch (Samuels 2011). Krull also said 

that the boundaries were drawn to be as “feasible and natural” as possible, so that the transition 

would not be challenging for students (Krull 2017).  
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The community response was immediate, and somewhat hostile. White, affluent parents 

spoke out against the changes, characterizing the rezoning proposal as “social engineering,” much 

like the opponents of the Wake County plan (Eaton 2012). Despite the upheaval, the school board 

approved the plan in a 4-3 vote and about 1,100 students were slated to transfer elementary schools 

in 2011 (Bridges 2016a). The plan remains intact in the face of continued community opposition, 

and has had a measurable effect on the integration of the district.  

E ffectiveness 
 Implementing an attendance zone policy on a small scale, where the elementary population 

actually decreased slightly over time, proved fruitful for desegregation efforts. Today, the district’s 

five elementary schools have more consistent diversity, both in terms of race and socioeconomic 

status (Bridges 2016a). My analysis of the populations of students eligible for free and reduced 

lunch demonstrates the great success of Eden Prairie’s policy. As shown in Figure 3, there was a 

steep decrease in the average difference between the district’s and schools’ FRL population in the 

first year of policy implementation. 

Figure 3 
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The difference continues to decrease steadily in the following years, suggesting that Eden Prairie’s 

boundary plan was able to reduce socioeconomic segregation over time. In addition to improved 

equality in the distribution of low-income students, the policy effectively addressed racial 

unevenness.   

By 2014, the range in population of white students across elementary schools narrowed by 

12%, while the spread of black students decreased by 10% (National Center for Education 

Statistics 2015). As seen in Figure 4, the difference in Blau values between the schools and the 

district remained nearly constant, despite the district Blau increasing significantly. 

Figure 4 

This suggests that Eden Prairie’s carefully designed zones were able to support changes in the 

demographics of the district’s population and maintain the level of diversity in the schools.  

In terms of specific racial groups, my analysis indicates that Eden Prairie’s plan reduced 

segregation, especially for black and white students. As shown in Table 2, the average difference 
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between the district population and individual elementary schools for these groups experienced a 

marked decrease following the implementation of the new boundaries.  

Table 2 

AVERAGE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN DISTRICT AND SCHOOL POPULATIONS  

OF CERTAIN RACIAL GROUPS IN EDEN PRAIRIE  

%Asian 

District 

Avg. Diff. 

Asian 

%Black 

district 

Avg. Diff. 

Black 

%White 

District 

Avg. Diff. 

White 

2010 13.1% 4.5% 14.3% 6.9% 63.2% 8.5% 

2011 13.9% 2.8% 14.9% 4.0% 60.7% 6.4% 

2014 17.0% 4.6% 16.1% 4.7% 53.9% 6.2% 

 

The increase in the average difference for Asian students implies that considerable growth in one 

demographic may lead to greater unevenness within a zone-based policy. If one area of the district 

experiences an unexpected population change, it has the potential to affect the balance of the zones. 

Still, it appears that Eden Prairie was able to achieve an impressive level of evenness in racial 

diversity across its elementary schools. In the years after the plan’s implementation, the district 

also saw drastic academic improvements among its students. The reading gap between white and 

black students decreased by 16 percentage points between 2008 and 2012 (Krull 2012). All in all, 

Eden Prairie’s integration plan is a clear success story in terms of quickly reversing racial and 

socioeconomic segregation. 

Cost 
 Much like Wake County, the cost of this attendance zone policy comes down to 

transportation. Unlike Wake, Eden Prairie’s school district is six square miles (Krull 2017). 

Although the boundaries were redrawn with an eye to maintaining practical commutes, it was 

relatively impossible for a student to be transported unreasonably far from home. As Krull 

recounted, “The cost of busing actually went down because our routing was more efficient” (Krull 

2017). Bridges noted that students’ average commute time decreased overall with the adoption of 

the policy (Bridges 2016a). The Eden Prairie plan certainly wins in this category, given that it was 
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able to achieve integration while saving district dollars. It is important to note that the size of the 

school system is a determining factor for this criterion; the plan in this case was likely cost-

effective because the geographic area it affects is so compact.  

Political  Feasibility 
In spite of its success, the Eden Prairie policy was not without challenges. The reaction to 

the proposed boundary changes was dramatic, and many parents were outspoken opponents of the 

plan. Krull recalls that families with children in predominantly white, affluent schools were not 

interested in adding a larger percentage of low-income students in their classrooms (Krull 2017). 

Those who opposed the plan claimed race had nothing to do with their anger, but their fears were 

largely unfounded given that they were concerned about a policy that “required about a tenth of 

the district’s students to leave well-funded schools with top-notch facilities and highly qualified 

teachers and instead attend other well-funded schools with top-notch facilities and highly qualified 

teachers” (Eaton 2012). Parents also didn’t want their children taking short bus rides when they 

had previously been able to walk to school (Samuels 2011). “It was not a unanimous agreement,” 

Krull recalled, mentioning that the pressure from the community prevented some school board 

members who personally supported the plan to vote against it (Krull 2017). It was approved by a 

one vote majority. In 2011, almost 278 families pulled their students from Eden Prairie and sent 

them to outside schools, out of discontent with the policy (Samuels 2011). Krull said that her 

understanding is many of them have since returned (Krull 2017).  

Shortly after the plan was implemented in 2011, the school board bought out the remaining 

months of Krull’s contract, and she left her post as superintendent after seeing the district’s 

students through the start of the new plan (Eaton 2012). During the following election, the board 

flipped and the community managed to elect a majority that had spoken out against the policy 

(Krull 2017). However, unlike Wake County, the SES-based boundaries have remained intact and 
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the sentiment among the community has calmed (Bridges 2016a). Bridges reports a broader 

acceptance and positivity about the school district among parents (2016a). Krull reflected on the 

policy in an article for Education Week in 2011, “I’m very proud of what happened here. I don’t 

think I was hired to be popular. I was hired to do what’s best for kids” (Samuels 2011). Though 

local politics could eventually pose a threat to the policy, it seems that Eden Prairie is sitting well 

with the boundary changes and their effects. It was certainly contentious, but the attendance zone 

plan appears to have been both feasible and sustainable.  

E ase of Implementation 
District leaders in Eden Prairie were careful to scaffold the schools and the community so 

the boundary transition would be as smooth as possible. They did this both through engagement 

with the community and through training for educators (Krull 2017). In her interview, Krull 

described the preparation process for the policy: “There had been several years of work being done 

to ensure that the teachers were racially conscious, the principals were racially conscious, and 

when the schools became integrated, the culture was ready to receive children of all races and 

backgrounds and to support them so that their achievement levels would increase” (2017). All of 

the educational leaders in the district, from teachers to the superintendent, had been trained in 

culturally responsive pedagogy (Bridges 2016a). Eden Prairie had been careful to consider what 

integration needed to look like after it was implemented, and the schools were ready when the re-

assignments went into effect.  

As the policy itself was being developed, district leaders maintained open communication 

with families in the district and offered them multiple opportunities for input, and some of that 

feedback changed the plan (Krull 2017). This was meant to ensure that the policy was the best 

possible solution for the community. The district also worked with the city to examine long term 

projections of growth and development, in order to ensure that the zones were being drawn around 
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areas that were going to experience uneven population change (Krull 2017). Despite the turmoil 

surrounding the plan’s adoption, it appears that the district had thought through every step of 

implementation, and was able to make the shift without any major hiccups.  

Conclusions 
 Although the policy was adopted somewhat recently, Eden Prairie offers a prime example 

of a well-functioning attendance zone plan. In comparison to Wake, it proves that integration 

through zoning can be effective, efficient, and sustainable. There are several lessons to be taken 

from this case study. First, political tension can be appeased by success. Eden Prairie was able to 

make swift, positive changes in the demographics of its elementary schools, all while maintaining 

and improving student achievement. In addition, the district reduced the average length of bus 

rides and saved transportation dollars (Eaton 2012). It is difficult to argue with efficiency. Next, 

size is key. Balancing five elementary schools within a six square mile boundary poses less of a 

challenge than managing the demographics of 104 schools in a large geographic area. There is 

little danger of busing being a burden on students, and it is still possible to maintain community 

within zones. Collaboration between district officials and the community is more feasible when 

the population attending a forum or an information session is smaller and more accessible. Finally, 

shuffling students among already high-performing schools is less jarring than moving children to 

institutions that operate on vastly different resources, with varied achievement levels. All in all, 

Eden Prairie offered a highly workable, compact environment for an attendance zone policy, as 

well as a team of policymakers who were dedicated to facilitating a smooth transition.  
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Table 34 

COMPARISON OF CRITERIA FOR BOUNDARY POLICIES  

IN WAKE COUNTY AND EDEN PRAIRIE 

 Effectiveness Cost Political Feasibility Ease of Implementation 

Wake County - - +/- - 

Eden Prairie + + + + 

  
Wake County and Eden Prairie present near opposite examples of attendance zone 

boundary policies. While the former failed to meet its broad diversity targets when confronted with 

a rapidly changing district, the latter set specific goals and spent years preparing its community for 

implementation. It’s clear that managing the population growth in Wake was too much to juggle 

with attempting to maintain attendance zones, and the fallout with the community certainly had 

political consequences. Eden Prairie, although still a case in which the policy caused a great deal 

of tension between parents and district leaders, demonstrates that successful integration and 

smooth implementation can help to remedy friction with the community. 

It is significant that both policies caused voters to flip the school board, though Eden 

Prairie’s newly elected members did not take the drastic action of those in Wake. This raises a 

question about the sustainability of integration plans in different political climates. While it might 

be assumed that the history of desegregation in North Carolina is responsible for any resistance to 

modern integration efforts, some scholars would argue that the multi-decade battle for more equal 

schools in Wake has made progressive educational ideals part of the fabric of the community 

(Boger 2011)(Silberman 2002). Conversely, the shock of an unprecedented push for integration in 

a Minnesota suburb caused an uproar among parents who did not understand why their district 

needed to be any different. While the Eden Prairie school board has maintained a majority that is 

critical of the boundary plan, Wake County saw an extreme local and national response to the 

                                                      
4 Plus signs indicate success in meeting the criteria, minus signs denote the opposite. 
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discontinuation of its policy (Frankenberg and Diem 2013). In 2011, a pro-diversity majority 

regained control of the Wake County school board and began to push for a new SES-based 

assignment plan (Frankenberg and Diem 2013). This brought to light the strong undercurrent of 

support for integration in the County. 

In my view, the failure of the Wake policy and the maintenance of Eden Prairie’s 

boundaries has more to do with logistics than politics. While the first was simply unable to manage 

massive population growth without constantly uprooting students, the other had virtually no 

challenges related to travel distances, overcrowding, and school quality. This speaks to one of the 

inherent drawbacks of an attendance zone policy; parents are rarely amenable to being told they 

must move their child from one school to another, even if it is for the sake of diversity. Another 

major conclusion that can be drawn from this comparison is that attendance zones can work on a 

small scale, in a relatively stable population, but that the policy design is too broad and inflexible 

to manage a district that is both geographically large and swiftly transforming. Looking to the 

following two case studies, some of the challenges presented by Wake and Eden Prairie are 

addressed, though not all problems are solved. 
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Je fferson County Public Schools, Kentucky 

H istory 
 Jefferson County has remained committed to desegregation for decades, despite legal 

challenges and changing demographics. The 399 square mile district spreads across Louisville and 

its surrounding suburbs (Frankenberg and Diem 2013). In 1974, the district was ordered to merge 

and desegregate, and it remained under a court-mandated busing policy until 2000 (Frankenberg 

and Diem 2013). Despite being released from compulsory integration, the JCPS school board opted 

to voluntarily continue a race-based assignment policy that required every school to have between 

15 and 50% black students (Diem and Frankenberg 2013). Like the current policy, this plan was 

designed around controlled choice, but school placement was determined by a student’s address, 

school capacity, and race (Frankenberg and Diem 2013). The race-based strategy encountered 

legal opposition and was ultimately struck down by the U.S. Supreme Court in the 2007 PICS  

decision (Williams 2012). JCPS went back to the drawing board, but there was no question about 

the district’s commitment to maintaining diverse schools (Dempsey 2017).  

 The first attempt at a new integration policy post-PICS  was actually a geographic-based, 

attendance zone plan (Williams 2012). District leaders divided the county into two non-contiguous 

areas, “A” and “B”, the first being any location where residents were below the median income 

and educational attainment in the county, but above the district average for minority population, 

and the second being essentially the opposite (Williams 2012). All schools were then required to 

have a student population that was between 15 and 50% from “Area A” (Bazelon 2008). Given 

the residential segregation of the district along racial lines, a geographic plan was a reasonable 

solution, but Jefferson quickly encountered many of the challenges that characterized the Wake 

County policy (Dempsey 2017). Parents complained about long bus rides and called for 

neighborhood schools (Diem and Frankenberg 2013). Barbara Dempsey, who has worked in 
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student assignment for JCPS for the last ten years, explained in an interview that the initial post-

PICS  policy painted the district in categories that were too broad to be effective and efficient 

(Dempsey 2017).  

 In response to parent complaints, JCPS called in outside consultants to help design a plan 

that would fit the needs of the district (Diem and Frankenberg 2013). The resulting policy was 

adopted in 2012, and it includes more nuanced demographic categories and choice for families 

(Diem and Frankenberg 2013). Under the plan, each census block is sorted into category one, two 

or three, based on median household income, the non-white percentage of the population, and the 

average level of adult educational attainment (Jefferson County Board of Education 2014). The 

categories span a spectrum of socioeconomic status and racial composition from predominantly 

low-income, high minority blocks (category one), to more affluent, predominantly white areas 

(category three) (Dempsey 2017). Each of JCPS’s elementary schools was placed into one of 

thirteen clusters, and each cluster was designed to span a contiguous geographic area that included 

students from each of the three categories (Jefferson County Board of Education 2014).5 Parents 

now have a choice among any of the elementary schools in their cluster, and they submit an online 

application to the district indicating their preference (Dempsey 2017). The district then decides 

where to place students based on their choice, a school’s diversity balance, and where their siblings 

are placed (Jefferson County Board of Education 2014). Though it is incredibly challenging to 

achieve unmitigated success in integration across a district as large as Jefferson County, the policy 

has met some of its goals and received positive community feedback since its implementation.  

 

E ffectiveness  

                                                      
5 See the appendix for maps of Jefferson County’s categorized census blocks and elementary school clusters. 
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 The newest iteration of JCPS’s integration plan has been in effect for five years, and the 

results are mixed. Though the policy does not use students’ FRL eligibility as a measure of 

socioeconomic status, it is still a useful metric for determining whether or not Jefferson County 

has been able to curb income-based segregation. As Figure 5 shows, the JCPS’s choice model was 

marginally successful in reducing unevenness among the FRL population over the first three years 

of implementation. 

Figure 5 

 

In each year after 2011, the average difference between the district’s and schools’ percentage of 

FRL eligible students decreased by tenths of a point, until finally falling by 2.5% in 2014. Although 
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Blau values also grew. As evidenced by Figure 6, the gap widens in both 2012 and 2013, before 

narrowing slightly in 2014. 

Figure 6 

 

 This, along with my analysis of Jefferson County’s predominant racial groups, indicates that the 

controlled choice policy was not able to reduce unevenness by race in the first three years it was 

in effect. As Table 4 shows, the average difference between the district and the schools’ 

populations of Hispanic, black, and white students slowly increased from 2012 to 2014. 

Table 4 

AVERAGE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN DISTRICT AND SCHOOL POPULATIONS 

OF CERTAIN RACIAL GROUPS IN JEFFERSON COUNTY  
%Hispanic 

District 
Avg. Diff. 
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% Black 
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Avg. Diff. 
Black 

%White 
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White 

2011 8.2% 5.3% 35.5% 13.4% 49.7% 15.8% 

2012 9.0% 5.7% 36.6% 14.7% 47.0% 16.6% 

2013 10.2% 6.2% 34.1% 15.6% 47.8% 16.7% 

2014 10.8% 6.6% 35.2% 16.3% 46.9% 16.8% 
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While the district’s population of Hispanic students shows steady growth, the percentage of black 

and white students has remained relatively stable. Although the change in the average difference 

for each racial group was not drastic, it suggests that JCPS’s policy does not prevent racial 

segregation. Still, other sources indicate that the controlled choice plan has not been altogether 

ineffective.  

In 2014, 95% of JCPS’s schools were within the diversity index established by the school 

board (Maxwell 2014). According to a report from 2016, all but 14 of the district’s 155 schools 

were in compliance with set integration targets (Bridges 2016b). From 2012 to 2015, a greater 

percentage of students, and more specifically students who sit on the lower side of the opportunity 

gap, received proficient or distinguished scores on statewide tests (Bridges 2016b). In addition, 

the percentage of students designated as “college or career ready” increased twofold, from 32% to 

63% district wide (Bridges 2016b). Though JCPS is far from perfection in terms of meeting its 

integration goals, it has not been entirely unsuccessful. Given its careful design, it is surprising 

that the policy has not been more effective in reducing racial and socioeconomic segregation. It is 

possible that the classification of the district’s census blocks has become outdated since 2010. 

Jefferson County’s Hispanic and Latino population has grown considerably in the last five years, 

which could have had an effect on the accuracy of each block’s categorization. Still, the County’s 

neighborhoods are largely segregated by race, and given that the policy takes the minority 

population into account when classifying each census zone, it is odd that the district has not been 

more successful in achieving improved racial integration (Frankenberg and Diem 2013). Overall, 

the outcomes in Jefferson speak to the complexity of developing an integration plan in a large, 

diverse district.  
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Cost 
 The costs of the policy fall into two categories: transportation and personnel. Though the 

expenditure for providing bus service is likely more than what the district would spend in a 

localized neighborhood assignment plan, JCPS has managed to keep its travel distances 

manageable (Dempsey 2017). In 2015, the average ride time for elementary students was 26.3 

minutes, down from 29.3 in 2013 (Bridges 2016b). Transportation costs in a district as 

geographically large as Jefferson will be inevitably higher than more compact school systems, but 

limiting school choice to specific clusters helps to keep travel times and expenses reasonable. In 

her interview, Dempsey also acknowledged the need for an office of district personnel to manage 

the choice plan (Dempsey 2017). The student assignment department hires several “parent 

assistance specialists” that help families understand their school choices and navigate the process 

(Dempsey 2017). All in all, it is possible for a controlled choice plan to exceed the necessary costs 

of a simple attendance zone policy, but the dollars spent work toward services integral to the 

success and popularity of the initiative.  

Political  Feasibility 

In comparison to the political tension characteristic of attendance zone policies, JCPS’s 

choice initiative has encountered minimal pushback from the community. Much like Wake 

County, the long history of desegregation in Jefferson has made diversifying schools an obvious 

priority for district leadership. In an article for Education Week, Carol Ann Haddad, who has been 

a member of the Jefferson County school board for over thirty years, spoke to the JCPS’s 

commitment to integration: “We couldn’t imagine not doing student assignment. Our kids have to 

live in a global world, and it’s our responsibility to make sure they are prepared to get along in it” 

(Maxwell 2014). Dempsey attested to the district’s pro-integration stance: “Our board has had a 

continuing support for diversity and they believe it’s very important for our students and our 
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community. We really were very proud of our legacy of being committed to having diverse 

schools, diverse learning environments, and opportunities” (Dempsey 2017). It was the school 

board that sought out integration scholars to help design a new plan when the initial post-PICS  

policy was putting strain on the district’s relationship with the community (Frankenberg and Diem 

2013). It is significant that Jefferson not only voluntarily adopted an integration program following 

its release from court-ordered busing, but that it continued to push for a workable policy in the 

face of legal challenges and discontent (Bridges 2016b). Its history is a testament to community 

responsiveness and adaptability.  

The efforts of the school board would not be possible without the support of families and 

community organizations. According to a study by Orfield and Frankenberg, 90% of parents in the 

district supported the shift to the controlled choice plan, and the same percentage believe that 

diverse schools are beneficial for their children (2011). Support for the current policy far outweighs 

opposition. 69% of parents were pleased with their child’s school assignment and 87% were 

satisfied with their child’s education (Bridges 2016b). In 2012, only 4% of elementary students 

eligible to attend the school most proximate to their homes applied to transfer from their assigned 

school (Diem and Frankenberg 2013). When Dempsey’s office does hear from dissatisfied parents 

it is usually because they did not get their first choice assignment, or they are concerned that their 

child’s bus ride is too long (Dempsey 2017). Overall, the school board’s 5-2 pro-integration 

majority has remained unthreatened, largely due to community support (Frankenberg and Diem 

2013). The regulations surrounding school board elections in Jefferson County are also a safeguard 

for integration. While individual citizens are only allowed to contribute $100 to district campaigns, 

the teachers’ union, which embraces a strong pro-diversity stance, is allowed to give up to $50,000 
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to a candidate (Williams 2012). With broad-based support from parents and teachers, it is unlikely 

that the JCPS choice plan would be seriously threatened by forces within the community.  

Any recent political challenges to JCPS’s desegregation policy have come from outside the 

district. The Kentucky State House of Representatives introduced a bill that would require all 

school systems in the state to adhere to a neighborhood assignment policy (Frankenberg and Diem 

2013). Dempsey expressed her concern about the bill, saying that many of the house members who 

voted for it represent legislative districts outside of Jefferson County, where there is no 

understanding of the integration policy that governs Louisville and the surrounding community 

(2017). A group of outspoken parents from JCPS protested at the state capitol, demanding that the 

County’s school board be responsible for its own assignment plan (Dempsey 2017). So far, the bill 

has not come to a vote on the floor of the state senate, and Dempsey is hopeful that it will not pass 

(Dempsey 2017). Despite this outside threat, the JCPS choice plan is thus far a model for political 

feasibility and sustainability.  

E ase of Implementation 

 The nature of a controlled-choice plan is inherently more complex for families, but with 

the proper supports, it offers stability and widespread satisfaction for the community. Under the 

current JCPS policy, 90% of kindergarten families receive their first choice school (Bridges 

2016b). The length of bus rides for elementary students has decreased over time (Bridges 2016b). 

There’s also evidence to suggest that families appreciate having a choice among the schools in 

their cluster, since only 40% of kindergarten parents select the school closest to home as their top 

pick (Maxwell 2014). As referenced in the previous section, parents are by and large satisfied with 

the plan, and the district assignment office works hard to make sure they’re well supported.  

 Dempsey’s department strives to give parents individual attention and prioritize their 

school preferences (Dempsey 2017). The district recently brought in a bus, equipped with laptops 
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and internet access, that travels to neighborhoods around the county where parents may need extra 

assistance in registering their school choice applications (Bridges 2016b). Dempsey discussed the 

school board’s intention to evaluate the integration plan by gathering community feedback, now 

that it has reached the five year mark (2017). This reflects the emphasis JCPS places on the needs 

of its families, which has been an ongoing principle in the district for years. When developing each 

iteration of its policy, both the current plan and the strategy implemented immediately post-PICS,  

the board held “numerous community listening sessions” to garner feedback from parents 

(Frankenberg and Diem 2013). Jefferson’s commitment to responsiveness has certainly helped the 

policy to run smoothly, as well as maintaining a positive relationship with the district’s families.  

 In terms of challenges to implementation, the JCPS is attempting to balance the diversity 

plan’s “guiding principles,” which sometimes fall into tension with each other. The greatest 

struggle comes with mediating school choice and diversity (Bridges 2016b). Sometimes valuing 

parent choice means compromising on deeper integration, and vice versa (Dempsey 2017). Still, 

if the district is able to give 90% of kindergarten parents their top school while equalizing the 

spread of low-income students across the district, they’re doing reasonably well. The second 

challenge that JCPS recognizes is accommodating changes in demographics. Since the diversity 

categories are based on the 2010 census, they have the potential to become outdated (Dempsey 

2017). This year was the first year that the district became majority minority; 52% of its students 

are non-white and there has been significant growth in the population of English language learners 

(Dempsey 2017). It will be important to adjust the policy to reflect the changes in the district going 

forward, but fortunately the choice plan allows JCPS flexibility in terms of assigning students to 

schools in need of diversity balancing. Overall, the choice mechanism seems to function well and 

respond to the needs of families.   
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Conclusions 
 As Dempsey asserted, Jefferson’s choice plan is “an unfinished story” (2017). Though far 

from perfection, the policy has had some success in its five years and holds a great deal of potential 

for continued modification. JCPS offers a carefully designed plan for managing the challenges of 

a large, residentially segregated, urban-suburban district through its complex and highly-tailored 

approach. The integration program manages the issue of geographic size by dividing the district’s 

elementary schools into contiguous clusters, reducing transportation times and making choice 

more convenient for families. By using multiple SES-based measures in addition to race to 

categorize the population, the plan is capable of taking a more nuanced approach to diversity. 

Although the policy has yet to report successful returns for racial integration, it is not without 

merit. JCPS demonstrates the value of controlled choice in terms of maintaining a healthy 

relationship between district leadership and the community. The reactions to the policy among the 

County’s families suggest that giving parents agency in their children’s schooling is key to political 

stability and positive feedback. In terms of drawbacks, the plan’s complexity does make 

implementation and cost more exigent factors, but JCPS has not encountered any serious hurdles 

thus far. Notably, Dr. Siegel-Hawley, a scholar in the field of integration and school equity, 

selected Jefferson’s model as the best among these four case studies during an interview, 

suggesting that it is a well-respected, well-designed policy (Siegel-Hawley 2017).  
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Cambridge Public Schools, Massachusetts 
H istory 
 Cambridge is a pioneer in controlled choice. In 1980, following the passage of the 

Massachusetts Racial Imbalance Act, the Cambridge School Committee voted to scrap its 

neighborhood assignment model and adopt the first controlled choice plan in the country (Learned-

Miller 2016). Every student in the district was given the option of attending every school (Fiske 

2002). During the first twenty years of the policy, the diverse district used strict standards for racial 

integration (Kahlenberg 2011). In 2001, the school committee reviewed the plan and, citing 

concerns about concentrated poverty, decided to shift the basis of school assignment from race to 

socioeconomic status (Fiske 2002). The new iteration of the policy required schools to fall within 

15% of the district-wide percentage of students receiving free or reduced lunch, but grandfathered 

in any students who had been assigned under the race-based system (Kahlenberg 2011). The 

district planned to decrease the range for free and reduced lunch over time, requiring that it would 

later be reduced to within 10% and then 5% of the district’s average (Fiske 2002). When deciding 

where to place a student, Cambridge’s “Family Resource Center considers the family’s 

socioeconomic status, their list of three school choices, and issues related to the specific program—

such as preparedness for a dual language program, school size, and the balance of girls and boys 

in the particular grade” (Learned-Miller 2016). As Cambridge has diversified and continued to 

develop its policy, the district has maintained its status as a nationally-recognized model for 

controlled choice.  

E ffectiveness 
 Despite using free and reduced lunch as its primary assignment factor, the Cambridge plan 

has led to impressive returns in regard to both socioeconomic and racial diversity. In 2008, the 

district had only two schools that did not meet its integration standard (Kahlenberg 2011). The 
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number of students attending racially balanced schools increased from 66% in 2001 to 84% in 

2011 (Learned-Miller 2016). In addition to becoming more equal in racial composition, schools 

also saw a significant increase in socioeconomic balance (Learned-Miller 2016). Figure 7 shows 

the marked decrease in unevenness for the FRL eligible population over time. 

Figure 7 

 

The steady decline in the average difference between the district and schools’ low-income 

population is impressive given the variability in the overall population of students receiving 

subsidized lunch. Furthermore, the trend lines for the district FRL and average school FRL 

populations are near identical. All together, this indicates that Cambridge’s policy is flexible in the 

face of fluctuations in diversity. In addition to the district’s success in reducing socioeconomic 

segregation, the controlled choice plan proved effective in controlling racial unevenness.  

Figure 8 reflects a significant improvement in the diversity of schools relative to the 

district, showing a marked decrease in the average difference between Blau values from 2004 to 

2014.  
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Figure 8 

  

Even as the district-wide Blau Index increased sharply, the gap between district and school values 

continued to shrink. In fact, among these four case studies, Cambridge had the highest, meaning 

most diverse, district Blau in 2014, and an average difference only slightly greater than Eden 

Prairie. As CPS’s schools became more diverse, the disparity between the school and district 

populations for its three predominant minority groups decreased. Table 5 shows an improved 

average difference for Asian, black, and Hispanic elementary students by 2014.  

Table 5 

AVERAGE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN DISTRICT AND SCHOOL POPULATIONS  

OF CERTAIN RACIAL GROUPS IN CAMBRIDGE  

%Asian 

District 

Avg. 

Diff. 

Asian 

%Hispanic  

District 

Avg. 

Diff. 

Hispanic 

%Black 

District 

Avg. 

Diff. 

Black 

%White 

District 

Avg. 

Diff. 

White 

2000 14.7% 6.3% 11.6% 5.2% 34.9% 7.1% 38.1% 8.0% 

2001 15.1% 6.5% 10.7% 4.0% 35.1% 7.4% 38.5% 8.6% 

2004 12.6% 4.2% 11.6% 3.4% 42.4% 8.0% 32.8% 11.0% 

2007 13.6% 4.2% 10.9% 3.9% 38.2% 7.3% 33.3% 10.3% 

2010 12.5% 3.5% 11.5% 3.7% 35.0% 5.8% 34.8% 10.4% 

2014 13.8% 3.3% 11.1% 3.9% 28.0% 4.6% 38.3% 9.0% 
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Interestingly, white students were the only group that experienced greater unevenness following 

the implementation of the policy. Still, the average difference between district and school 

populations of white students hovers around 10%, which is not cause for concern. For other racial 

groups, it appears that the policy was keep the average difference low despite minor fluctuations 

in population, much like the FRL analysis shows. Cambridge’s success could be explained by a 

few factors. First, there is a strong association between race and socioeconomic status among the 

students in the district (Kahlenberg 2011). Second, because the district is small enough to offer 

students a choice of all its schools, the potential to engineer balance through choice is greater. 

Ultimately, the plan stands out as a clear achievement for integration.  

Cost 
 Cambridge, like Eden Prairie, is only six square miles, so the primary costs of the 

controlled choice plan come with staffing in the district, not transportation (Fiske 2002). The 

district provides families with extensive resources to support them throughout the choice process. 

Cambridge operates a Family Resource Center that provides information on all of the schools 

available to families, particularly those who are low-income or recent immigrants (Fiske 2002). 

The Center guides parents through the choice policy and coordinates family liaisons in every 

school who offer tours (Wasler 2017). CPS also pours some funding into resourcing the under-

chosen schools, in an attempt to narrow preference gaps (Wasler 2017). Like Jefferson’s choice 

plan, the cost comes with maintaining the finer details and mechanisms of the policy. In an 

interview, Nancy Wasler, a former Cambridge School Committee member, explained that 

although controlled choice comes with some expenses for the district, Cambridge is lucky to have 

an extremely robust tax base (Wasler 2017). Cambridge voters are rarely shy about approving 

funding for schools, and the district runs on a fairly comfortable budget (Wasler 2017). Much like 
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Jefferson County, the costs associated with the policy are necessary for guaranteeing smooth 

implementation and sustaining community support.  

Political  Feasibility 

Of these four case studies, Cambridge is perhaps the most politically feasible. The School 

Committee approved the current SES-based plan in a 6-0 vote (Century Foundation Task Force on 

the Common School and Chaplin 2002). Cambridge was well-primed for the transition in 2001, 

given that the district had been operating a successful controlled choice policy for twenty years 

prior. As Wasler explained, “The early voluntary desegregation was really important. It was a huge 

effort that engaged a lot of the community. It really set the stage…It became part of the DNA of 

the city” (2017). The policy has been well-received since its implementation, with only minor 

complaints from parents about the choice process itself (Wasler 2017). One potential marker of 

the plan’s success is increased enrollment in Cambridge schools, which is often a result of parents 

actively choosing public over private options (Learned-Miller 2016). The School Committee is 

elected district wide, as opposed to systems where board members represent particular areas, which 

means that as long as the majority of families are supportive of the plan, the Committee will keep 

its pro-integration stance (Wasler 2017). With continued success, it is unlikely that the policy will 

ever come under political threat.  

E ase of Implementation 

 Although impressive in its effectiveness, the Cambridge policy does have imperfections. 

Parents enjoy the freedom of choice, but the process is often more accessible to those who have 

time to do extensive research, tour schools, and work with family liaisons (Wasler 2017). This 

means that making an informed choice is more difficult for a lot of low-income families. 

Cambridge works hard to reach parents and help them with their decision, but the model inherently 

offers a slight advantage to middle class households (Fiske 2002). Another challenge is the issue 
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of over-chosen and under-chosen schools, which the district attempts to level by providing 

resources, but parents still tend to pick in clear patterns . And of course, there are families who 

become frustrated when they aren’t assigned to their first choice school (Fiske 2002).  

Despite the complications in the plan, Cambridge’s policy by and large functions smoothly. 

In the first year of implementation, 86% of students were assigned to their first choice school 

(Fiske 2002). In order to manage unexpected changes in population, the Cambridge plan includes 

a provision that reserves seats in some of the highly-selected schools for students who enroll mid-

year, who are often refugees or homeless children. (Learned-Miller 2016). All in all, families in 

Cambridge are generally content with the policy, and despite its minor glitches, it serves the 

diversity objectives of the district and the needs of students very well.  

Conclusions 
 There is a reason Cambridge is a model for district-wide controlled choice. CPS’s SES-

based integration plan has been extremely successful in achieving both racial and socioeconomic 

diversity among the schools in the district. Though there is always room for fine-tuning, the plan 

has been intact for over sixteen years with broad-based community support and clear returns for 

students and their families. Cambridge’s model speaks to the value of offering parents options and 

supporting them to make informed choices. Like Eden Prairie, Cambridge’s size simplifies 

integration, but unlike Eden Prairie, its position as a bustling satellite community of Boston means 

that its policy must be flexible enough to manage an often inconsistent and diverse population 

(Wasler 2017). The controlled choice plan is both popular in the community and maintained by a 

dedicated School Committee, intent on helping it to improve with the growth and change in 

Cambridge.  
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Case Study Comparison: Attendance Zones vs. Controlled Choice 
Table 6 

COMPARISON OF CRITERIA FOR BOUNDARY POLICIES  

AND CONTROLLED CHOICE PLANS 

 Effectiveness Cost Political Feasibility Ease of Implementation 

Wake County - - +/- - 

Eden Prairie + + + + 

Jefferson County - +/- + + 

Cambridge + +/- + + 

  

In a comparison of all four case studies, Eden Prairie comes out on top, but controlled 

choice surfaces as the better alternative overall. Unlike their counterparts in this study, both 

Cambridge and Jefferson County have managed to maintain a progressive, pro-integration 

stronghold in their communities. Their choice policies were met with considerably less pushback 

from parents, and the governing school boards have sustained a majority supportive of 

desegregation efforts. Like Wake County, both Jefferson and Cambridge had extensive historical 

experience with integration plans that helped to smooth the transition and create a community 

culture around equal schools. Unlike Wake, JCPS and CPS put a great deal of effort into being 

responsive to community feedback and changing their policies accordingly. The nature of a choice 

plan requires outreach on the part of the district, which naturally opens lines of communication 

between school leaders and families. Cambridge has also demonstrated that its plan can adapt to 

demographic changes in the population because the district has some discretion in assigning 

students. In contrast, a zoning plan would have to change continuously, as it did in Wake County, 

in order to accommodate shifts in the population. As of yet, Eden Prairie has not had to redraw its 

boundaries because the demographics of the district have remained relatively stable. There are two 

overarching conclusions that come from this comparison. First, both integration plans function 

very smoothly on a small scale. Second, controlled choice is a more flexible, feasible, and 

generalizable alternative than redrawing attendance zone boundaries.  
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Chapter IX: Recommendations and Conclusions 
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 In analyzing these four case studies, I have come to two primary understandings about the 

environments and designs that lead to well-functioning integration policies. Though I would 

support any efforts toward racial and socioeconomic desegregation, I would advise policymakers 

and district leaders to consider which options are appropriate for the size, population, and political 

climate of their communities. While both of the policy alternatives presented in this analysis are 

viable solutions in compact districts, larger school systems should be especially cautious in 

adopting an attendance zone plan. Though more complex in implementation, controlled choice 

policies offer a far more politically sustainable alternative that is more likely to be amenable to a 

broad range of families. Although my analysis leads me to recommend one over the other, I still 

acknowledge that both are sensible responses to segregation.  

Based on the outcomes in Eden Prairie Public Schools, my first policy recommendation 

identifies a solution that is workable for very specific environments. In the event that a district is 

small, both geographically and in number of schools, a simple attendance zone policy is a viable 

response to segregation. There are several elements that must be present in the environment in 

order for the plan to be successful. First, the population projections for the district must be 

relatively stable, and the new zones need to drawn with consideration for potential areas of growth. 

Second, if the policy is using socioeconomic status as its primary assignment factor, there must be 

a strong correlation between race and income in the district in order to achieve balanced, diverse 

schools. Third, the schools in the district must be fairly equal in regard to resources and student 

achievement. Fourth, district leaders must communicate with their constituents to educate them 

about the boundary change and offer opportunities for community input. If these four criteria are 

satisfied, it is feasible for the district to adopt a highly efficient integration policy that garners near 

immediate improvement. The one possible challenge of this solution is community pushback. Even 
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when well-informed and well-prepared, parents are more than likely to raise concerns about 

moving their children from a familiar school. In a worst case scenario, community retaliation could 

be great enough that it shifts the political landscape of the district and results in multiple policy 

changes over a short period of time. In order to avoid tension with the community and plan for 

possible population expansion, small districts could also consider adopting a controlled-choice 

plan. 

Following my analysis of Jefferson County and Cambridge public schools, my primary 

policy recommendation supports the use of controlled choice integration initiatives on a broad 

scale. This endorsement is based on the policy design’s specificity, flexibility, political 

acceptability, and inclination toward progressive improvement in a school system.  

In terms of specificity, one of the strengths of Jefferson County’s controlled choice policy 

is its use of multiple demographic factors in determining school assignment. The plan categorizes 

geographic areas based on household income, adult educational attainment, and concentration of 

racial minorities (Jefferson County Board of Education 2014). As opposed to grouping students 

into a low-income vs. non-low-income binary, the JCPS policy gives the district more precision in 

determining school diversity. The consideration of race in addition to socioeconomic status is 

especially important because it allows the plan to adapt to communities where the two may not be 

highly correlated. Cambridge’s policy also retained the consideration of race as a safeguard in the 

event that a school became racially segregated (Fiske 2002). In both his publications and in a 

personal interview, Richard Kahlenberg of the Century Foundation expressed support for policies 

that take students’ SES into account in addition to their community’s racial demographics (2017). 

Providing these extra controls can help districts to ensure their policies are promoting integration.  
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Controlled choice also offers more flexibility in terms of being implementable in very 

different environments and allowing districts to keep up with changes in the population. Jefferson 

County and Cambridge represent two very distinctive school districts in terms of geographic size, 

population and political history, and yet both were able to successfully adopt a SES-based choice 

policy. Within a large district like Jefferson, the use of diverse choice zones can help to alleviate 

the fear of long bus rides and prevent families from being overwhelmed with options. In a smaller 

area like Cambridge, a policy can offer every school in the district as a choice for parents. 

Kahlenberg asserts that choice plans allow districts to manage demographic changes and growing 

student enrollment without constantly reassigning children to new schools (Kahlenberg 2017). A 

district is able to maintain balance in its schools even as the makeup of students in the district shifts 

because it can exercise discretion in assigning them to the most appropriate choice for diversity. 

This lack of flexibility is where Wake County’s zoning plan fell short. It is difficult to alter whole 

zones as demographics change, but it is less challenging to consider individual student placement.  

Proponents of controlled choice cite its political feasibility as one of its primary assets. In 

an interview, Halley Potter, a fellow at the Century Foundation, explained that choice generates 

less tension between policymakers and the community because it gives parents agency in their 

children’s schooling (2017). In contrast, compulsory redistricting typically incites community 

backlash and offers little incentive for middle class families to support boundary changes 

(Kahlenberg 2011). In Eden Prairie and Wake County, the incentive for parents to support the 

attendance polices was simple: integration is a positive change. That clearly wasn’t enough for 

many families who were perfectly satisfied with their students’ existing schools. In contrast, choice 

offers a “sweetener” for parents because it allows them to pick a school based on whatever their 

criteria may be (Kahlenberg 2017). Perhaps they just want to send their kids to the elementary 
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school close to home, perhaps they like a school slightly farther away because it has a strong arts 

program, perhaps they are especially drawn to the leadership of a particular principal. All of these 

preferences can be accommodated in a choice plan, which makes it a far more agreeable change 

for communities. Controlled choice can be framed as a win-win for any family, regardless of race 

and class. As policymakers consider how to best support the propagation of integration policies, it 

is important to note that the largely uncontroversial nature of choice plans could help garner long-

term support for desegregation in otherwise resistant districts.  

Finally, controlled choice incentivizes districts to adopt valuable practices for a healthier 

school community. First, in order to provide an even selection among schools, districts are 

encouraged to develop programs and funnel resources to less desirable locations. Though this can 

be a challenge in the implementation of the policy, it is also a benefit. Giving parents choice urges 

the district to give them good choices; it increases attention for under-performing, under-resourced 

schools. Second, a controlled choice policy by definition requires ample communication between 

parents and the district. In order for a choice plan to function smoothly, the district has to make 

community education and support a priority, which in turn gives parents opportunities to offer 

feedback. Both Jefferson and Cambridge have been characterized by their responsiveness to the 

needs of families in their districts, and this is largely facilitated by the necessity to keep lines of 

communication open. It is in the district’s best interest to help parents make an informed choice 

because it has the potential to enhance diversity in schools that otherwise may not receive their 

attention. When districts work with the people in their community, there’s a greater possibility for 

developments in policy to reflect their particular needs.  

Though controlled choice offers robust advantages, it is not perfect. As evidenced by 

Jefferson County’s inability to improve racial integration, any policy is difficult to introduce on a 
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large scale. With more students comes more complexity, and JCPS has not yet determined how to 

make its plan fully functional. Many of the policy design’s challenges come with the details of 

implementation, the balancing of principles like choice and diversity, and the requirement that the 

district staff a well-resourced student assignment office. It is impressive that Jefferson and 

Cambridge have maintained parent satisfaction in the short and long term as they work out the 

complications with each plan. The stability of controlled choice policies, both in terms of 

community politics and demographic changes, is what allows them to be fine-tuned. Cambridge 

has been able to respond to parent complaints and remedy issues with its plan because it has 

remained intact for over sixteen years. Similarly, Jefferson County is pleased with its progress so 

far and feels comfortable beginning to review the policy and tinker with its intricacies. Through 

promoting political acceptability and sustainability, controlled choice plans support their own 

development.  

 Although controlled choice emerged as the favored alternative in this policy analysis, it is 

important to recognize the monumental effort of policymakers and school leaders in these four 

districts. Students in Eden Prairie, Jefferson County, Cambridge, and Wake County are fortunate 

to have leaders in the district who fight for their best interests. Despite the failure of its zoning 

policy, schools in Wake County remain more desegregated than many districts in the country and 

both the community and the new board have maintained an interest in keeping schools equitable 

(Evans 2017). In the other three districts, students have a consistent opportunity to learn with a 

diverse group of peers from different cultural, racial, and socioeconomic backgrounds. As these 

communities continue to mature their integration policies, they contribute to the academic success 

of their students, greater social acceptance, and more equitable access and opportunity to quality 

education. Still, their work is never done. Not only do these policies require careful maintenance, 
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successful integration demands more than diverse schools. As Wasler stated, “controlled choice is 

not a silver bullet for the achievement gap” (2017). Eden Prairie sets a venerable example though 

its efforts to make integration work on the school level, and the classroom level, not just at the 

height of the district. Successful integration requires well trained teachers who are equipped to 

support diverse classrooms, programs that foster social integration within schools, and an emphasis 

on preventing students from falling into racialized academic tracks. Schools need to be diverse, 

but they must also be prepared to celebrate, promote, and nurture diversity.  
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Map: Jefferson County Census Blocks by Diversity Category 

 
Map: Jefferson County Elementary School Clusters 
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