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Executive Summary
The charter school sector is presently on the hot seat because many charter schools are highly
segregated by race, and often more segregated than required by the demographics of their
catchment areas. Such racial imbalance can happen when the student body of any particular
school is based on a lottery among applicants to that school. This allows for self-sorting on
racial, ethnic, and other dimensions.
If the ability of parents to choose schools is a precondition for disproportionate concentrations of
students of the same background in some schools, then it is important to examine school
segregation in the context of school choice writ large. In many large school districts, parents
are able to choose among traditional public schools, not just among charter or magnet schools.
We know little about the effects of choice in this context.
This report addresses that issue. The principal question is whether the degree of public school
choice at the district level is associated with within district racial imbalance between school
enrollment and the school-age population of individual schools’ geographical catchment areas.
The analysis focuses on high schools in the 100+ largest U.S. public school districts.
The principal finding is a substantive positive correlation between how friendly districts are to
school choice and the degree to which their high schools are racially imbalanced for blacks and
whites. In districts with low school quality, a common application for all schools, and that
provide transportation for students to schools of choice, high schools, on average, over enroll
black students. The same conditions of choice are associated with white under enrollment.
School district choice policies are not associated with imbalance in the enrollment of Hispanic or
Asian students.
To the extent that school choice as presently implemented interferes with the goal of providing
students of any particular group with meaningful exposure to students from other backgrounds,
choice systems could be redesigned to produce more heterogeneous student bodies. This
could be accomplished by using principles of behavioral economics to nudge applicants towards
particular schools at the time of choice, and through school lotteries that provide extra points for
applicants from underrepresented groups.

Background
Racial segregation in America’s public
schools, a product of the nation’s original sin
of slavery, is an enduring stain on the ideals
of the republic. The blatant de jure version
that existed in the South during my youth was
outlawed by the Supreme Court in 1954, but it
was well over a decade later before southern
school districts shut down their dual systems.1
While legally recognized racial segregation is
a thing of the past, the de facto form remains
very much with us. As my colleagues and I
have reported, public schools have become
more racially diverse in recent decades,
largely as a product of a significant expansion
of the Hispanic school age population.
However, the segregation of white from black
students has endured.
As illustrated in the following figure, adapted
from that previous report, the average white
student’s public school had a black enrollment
of about 10 percent in 2010, about the same
degree of white exposure to blacks as in
1980. The average black student’s public
school actually afforded less exposure to
white students in 2010 than was the case in
1980.2 Growth in the proportion of Hispanics
in the school age population and the related
decline in the proportion of whites underlie
some of the decline in black-white exposure.

The issue of racially segregated schools is
back in the public’s attention as a result, in
part, of the controversy that has arisen over
charter schools that enroll almost entirely
students of one race. Related to this, the
NAACP has called for a moratorium on the
expansion of charter schools.3 The AP
recently reported (to the consternation of
many charter school advocates4) that more
than 1,000 of the nation's 6,747 charter
schools have a minority enrollment of at least
99 percent.5
A critical issue with respect to the present
prevalence and growth of racially segregated
schools is whether education policies can
ameliorate some of the impact of patterns of
residential segregation that flow through to the
public schools that serve segregated
neighborhoods. If the demographics of
schools are inextricably tied to the
demographics of neighborhoods, then the
goal of having racially and economically
integrated schools will need to be achieved
through changes in housing patterns – not
quick, easy, or certain work. But to the degree
that the public school a student attends can
be disconnected from the neighborhood in
which the student lives through public policy,
there is the possibility of quicker and easier
solutions than those that require building
demographically diverse residential
neighborhoods -- further is the promise of a
virtuous cycle in which severing the tie
between place of residence and school
assignment spurs the growth of diverse
neighborhoods in areas that, save for the low
quality of the local school, would be attractive
places to live for families from many different
backgrounds.
Creating a new system of schooling that
replaces so-called zip code education with
school choice has been part and parcel of the
modern school reform effort. But whereas
charter schools and voucher programs have
drawn most of the attention and political
controversy as spearheads of the choice, the
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dominant form of school choice that severs
the connection between place of residence
and school assignment is open enrollment in
traditional public schools. In 2014, 31 of the
largest school districts in America, serving
nearly 8 million students, had provisions for
parents to choose the public school their child
would attend.6 There are more students in
these 31 choice districts than are served by
magnet and charter schools combined in all
13,000+ regular school districts in the U.S.7
The best designed of these systems are fair
to parents and maximize the likelihood that
students will be matched with the school that
their parents list as most preferred.8
In this light, examinations of racial imbalance
in public schools would be more revealing if
they took the totality of public school choice
into account rather than focusing narrowly on
charter schools. The tight connection
between the different flavors of school choice
is highlighted in those districts that deploy a
common application for public schools of all
types – charter, magnet, and traditional. The
common application allows families to pick
and choose among different types of public
schools under the same rules and with the
same information.
We know very little empirically about the
degree to which public school choice writ
large is associated with changes in the racial
balance of schools, and if an association
exists, through what mechanisms it might
operate.

New research
This report addresses that issue. The
principal question is whether the degree of
public school choice at the school district level
is associated with racial imbalance between
school enrollment and the school-age
population of the geographical catchment
areas of the district’s schools. In other words,
compared with districts that still practice zip
code assignment of students to schools, are
districts with public school choice systems

more or less likely to have schools that over
represent black students and under represent
white students (or vice-versa) relative to the
surrounding neighborhoods?
I address this question by combining and
exploring relationships among variables in two
large datasets that my colleagues and I at
Brookings have assembled. The first is a
database on the extent and characteristics of
school choice in the nation’s 100+ largest
school districts, as reported in the Education
Choice and Competition Index (ECCI).9 The
second is a new database on school racial
imbalance (SRI), described in this recent
report, which provides measures of the extent
to which each public school in the U.S.
reflects the racial demographics of its
surrounding neighborhood.
For the present analysis, I aggregate to the
district level the data on racial imbalance at
individual schools from the SRI and link it to
the ECCI data on the choice systems of large
districts. Using the SRI, I calculate the mean
for each district of the difference for each high
school between the percentage of students
that is black and the percentage of the school
age population in the surrounding two-mile
area that is black.10 The equivalent measure
is derived for whites and other racial groups.
For example, if 60 percent of the students in a
high school are white whereas the under-18
population in the surrounding two-mile area is
50 percent white, the school receives an
imbalance score for whites of +10. But the
same school with 60 percent white enrollment
in a surrounding neighborhood that is 70
percent white would receive an imbalance
score for whites of -10.
The mean of these school-level values for
each district tells us, for example, that a
district with an imbalance score for any
particular racial group that is positive has, on
average, public high schools that over
represent that group relative to their
neighborhoods. The size of the imbalance
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Other approaches to examining school
segregation in prior research rely on absolute
numbers (e.g., a school is described as
segregated because its enrollment is 90
percent black), or characterize a school’s
enrollment as imbalanced relative to the
demographics of the district or region (e.g., a
school is described as segregated because
its enrollment is 85 percent black whereas the
district’s school age population is only 75
percent black).
Such approaches frequently have no practical
meaning. For example, an 85 percent
enrollment for black students is not actionable
if the population within reasonable commuting
distance of the school is also 85 percent
black. In contrast, the present approach
produces measures that define racial
imbalance relative to each school’s catchment
area: a school that is 85 percent black in a
neighborhood that is 65 percent black has a
very different status in these measures than a
school that is 85 percent black in a catchment
area that is also 85 percent black.
The balance between the demographics of a
school and its catchment area is critically
important notwithstanding the demographics
of the district itself or the larger metropolitan
area. For instance, the racial composition of
the school age population of the entirety of
New York City has little relevance to concerns
about and efforts to improve the racial
balance of schools on Staten Island, which by
virtue of its geography might as well be a part
of New Jersey. We need to know whether it
is practically possible to improve the racial
balance of a school, and this depends on
comparison with local demographics.
The ECCI generates scores at the district
level on 13 dimensions of school choice. The
present report incorporates seven of those 13
dimensions that are outward facing for

students and families and most likely,
conceptually, to play a role in their exercise of
school choice: Alternatives to traditional
schools, e.g., number of seats in charter
schools; Assignment Process, i.e., the extent
of school choice and its’ fairness; Common
Application for traditional and charter schools;
Accessibility of information on the choice
process; Understandability of the information
provided to parents on which to compare
schools; Transportation to schools of choice;
and School Quality in the district.
ECCI dimensions that capture administrative
processes that are not likely to be known or
used by parents are excluded from the
present research, e.g., whether the district has
a policy for closing schools with declining
enrollments. The complete list of ECCI
scoring dimensions with brief explanations of
each is available here. In that link, those used
in the present analysis are numbered 1, 5, 6,
9, 11, 12, & 13.
The figure below reveals a substantial and
statistically significant correlation of 0.53
between district scores on the seven
dimensions of school choice from the ECCI
and district scores for high school racial
imbalance for blacks and whites.1112 In other
words, districts with friendlier choice policies
have high schools that are more racially
imbalanced in terms of their white and black
enrollments.
Canonical Correlation Between High School Black-White Racial Imbalance and
School Choice Characteristics at the District Level in Large School Districts
Canonical R = .53, p < .001
3

Black-White Racial Imbalance of High Schools
Relative to Their Neighborhoods

score tells us the severity of this overrepresentation.
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District Level School Characteristics
Variable

Valid N

Mean

Std. Dev.

School Percent White

106

31.65228

21.48560

School Percent Black

106

28.12107

23.70893

School Percent Hispanic

106

29.88790

22.24832

School Percent Asian

106

6.41148

6.47454

School Percent Other

106

3.92727

3.21116

Imbalance White

106

-4.74030

5.08768

Imbalance Black

106

4.76290

5.42170

Imbalance Hispanic

106

0.33276

3.65418

Imbalance Asian

106

0.74031

1.42874

Imbalance Other

106

-1.09567

1.62933

The next table unpacks the omnibus
measures of choice and racial imbalance
represented in the graph by presenting the
simple correlations between the district
imbalance scores for each of four racial/ethnic
groups and for each of the seven measures of
district choice. The statistically significant
correlations are marked in red and bold.

Alternatives

Common
App

Accessible
info

Understandable
info

Transportation

School
Quality

Figure 4 shows that the number of students
attending schools where most students are on
scholarships increased by about 49,000
between 2010 and 2016, a period when total
participation increased by 65,000 students.
The percentage of FTC students attending
majority-FTC schools doubled over this period
(from 30 to 60 percent). Put another way,
about 76 percent of the growth in FTC
enrollment over this period occurred at
majority-FTC schools.

Correlations Between Racial Imbalance and Dimensions of
District Choice Systems
Marked correlations are significant at p < .05 N=106
Assignment

The first table below describes the
characteristics of the high schools in districts
represented in the graph. Notice, first, that
the 106 large districts in the sample are
roughly evenly split in terms of white, black,
and Hispanic enrollment. Second, schools
are imbalanced with respect to their
catchment areas only for whites and blacks
(average of 5 points underrepresented and
overrepresented, respectively).13 Note that
private schools are not included in these
tabulations.

Imbalance
White

-0.22

-0.08

-0.28

-0.14

-0.10

-0.25

0.05

Imbalance
Black

0.19

0.14

0.24

0.05

0.12

0.42

-0.35

Imbalance
Hispanic

0.18

-0.11

0.16

0.16

0.06

-0.11

0.33

Imbalance
Asian

-0.11

-0.07

-0.11

-0.04

-0.02

-0.20

0.22

There are several interesting takeaways from
this matrix of correlations:
1. The associations between dimensions
of school choice and racial imbalance
are mirror images of each other for
whites and for blacks in terms of the
sign of the correlation. For example,
districts that allow school choice
through a common application have
high schools with higher black
concentrations than their catchment
areas, but lower white concentrations
than their catchment areas. A common
application is a marker for districts with
very choice friendly policies because
the common app presupposes both
open enrollment in traditional public
schools and the presence of an
appreciable number of charter schools.
One interpretation of this pattern of
correlations -- opposite signs for whites
and blacks -- is that policies that favor
school choice afford both the
opportunity for families to send their
children to schools outside their
neighborhoods and to select schools
that serve students of the same
background and racial group as their
own children. The result is voluntary
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school segregation by race for whites
and blacks, which is entirely consistent
with a large literature demonstrating
that Americans prefer to live among
co-ethnics, and that this preference is
particular strong for blacks.14
There are, of course, valid historical
and contemporary reasons for black
families to prefer neighborhoods and
schools in which families like them
predominate. For instance, the wellpublicized positive impact on student
outcomes of some charter schools that
have an overwhelmingly black student
body provides a rational and positive
basis for a black family to prefer such a
school for their children.15
2. The lack of a statistically significant
association between racial imbalance
scores for any group and the
availability of alternatives to traditional
public schools is consistent with the
hypothesis that charter schools and
affordable private schools are not a
necessary component of choice-based
racial imbalance in public schools.
3. Hispanic and Asian families with
school age children do not appear to
be much affected by district school
choice policies whereas school choice
generates a powerful dynamic for
blacks and whites.
4. The information components of school
choice systems, e.g., the ability to
compare schools online and to see
side-by-side information on school
performance, do not appear to have
much influence on school choices that
generate racial imbalance.16
This should be a troublesome finding
for designers of and advocates for
school choice architectures that
presume that families will tend to

choose the best performing schools for
their children if the relevant information
on school performance is accessible
and clear. In this regard, there is a
body of evidence indicating that
information on racial composition
dominates school choice searches.
5. District-level school quality, measured
by how well students in each district
perform on state tests, is a powerful
correlate of racial imbalance in high
schools for blacks.

Discussion
Every introductory course in research and
statistics, as well as much popular science
writing, includes the admonition that
“correlation is not causation”. Even if it
seems trite, it is worth repeating that warning
here.
The present analysis is based on
observational data and correlational analysis.
It does not support strong causal conclusions
about the impact of district choice policies on
racial segregation of schools. Rather, it
explores associations among the variables
that affect the ease of choosing schools, on
the one hand, and the degree of racial
imbalance in schools, on the other. This type
of exercise can be useful as a first step in the
examination of phenomena about which little
is known. Much more work will need to be
done, starting with additional correlational
analyses and moving towards research
designs that support causal conclusions,
before the associations in the present support
can be verified and interpreted with
confidence.
That said, the pattern of associations reported
here is consistent with the hypothesis that
school district policies that allow parents to
easily choose a school for their children can
lead to schools that are more segregated than
would be the case if school assignment were
based entirely on zip code.
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The present demonstration of an association
between school choice and school
segregation also aligns with the recent report
by my colleagues and I that charter schools,
which are always schools of choice, have a
substantially higher racial imbalance relative
to their catchment area than traditional
schools, which typically serve students
assigned to them based on their families
place of residence.17 In this regard, the mean
racial imbalance score in traditional public
schools for black students is +1.6 percent
whereas in charters it is +5.7 percent.
As I indicated previously, there is a lot of
evidence that racial/ethnic groups prefer to
live in areas in which their own group
predominates, and that racial composition is
very important when families search for
schools. In that context, it would be
surprising if school choice, which allows
families to act on their preferences for
schools, including their racial composition, did
not to lead to more self-sorting by
race/ethnicity in at least some cases. After
all, if students are assigned to the public
school that is closest to where they live there
cannot be a meaningful imbalance between
the demographics of the student population of
a school and that of the catchment area for
that school (other than as a result of
differential use of private schools and quirks
in how the catchment area is identified).
Thus, school racial imbalance as
conceptualized and measured in the present
report requires school choice.
We have seen realized in New York City both
the severed bond between residence and
school assignment as well as self-sorting by
race: Only 14 percent of participants in the
NYC high school choice process list as their
first choice the school that is closest to their
residence (the severance of school and
neighborhood). And black students’ first
choice high schools have lower reading
scores and are more racially segregated than

the first choice schools of other groups of
students (self-sorting).18
The possibility that school choice opens the
door to more segregated schools does not
lead directly to particular policies. This is
because most policy choices involve
competing values and outcomes. For
example, those arguing for a return to zip
code assignment of students to schools
because such schools are somewhat more
likely to be racially balanced than schools of
choice have to discount: 1) the strong
preference of parents to choose their
children’s schools, 2) the likelihood in some
districts that a voluntarily segregated school of
choice will provide a much better education
than a child’s marginally less segregated
neighborhood school, and 3) the impacts of
the competition among education providers
that occurs when school enrollment is
determined by choice.
My preference in terms of policies that aim to
produce more racially and economically
diverse schools is versions of school choice
that are modified for that purpose. Whereas
present choice systems that are viewed as
models for other districts to emulate are
designed to achieve the closest possible
match between parental preference and
school assignment, future choice systems
might be redesigned to obtain greater diversity
in school-level student populations.
One direction for such a redesign would be to
incorporate lessons from behavioral
economics to nudge parents to make choices
that lead to less self-sorting and more
diversity. For example, rather than giving
parents the online equivalent of a blank sheet
of paper on which to list schools to which they
want their child assigned, parents could
receive a default list that is pre-populated
based on an algorithm that takes into account
school quality, school diversity, and travel
distance. Parents would be free to change
the default list if they wished. Many would
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stick with the default, based on research in
other areas, such as the choice of health
plans or enrollment in retirement savings
programs.19
Another alternative for choice systems is to
have the lotteries that underlie them
incorporate bonus points for applicants that
are from groups that have historically been
under represented at particular schools.
Thus, taking travel distance and local
neighborhood demographics into account, a
public school of choice that over represents
white middle-class students based on the
results of unconstrained lotteries might,
instead, dispense offers of admission based
on lotteries in which students from lowincome families or families from
neighborhoods in which blacks predominate
have higher odds of selection. For example,
the open enrollment system that was
implemented in Charlotte-Mecklenburg in
2002 provided assignment priorities in its
lotteries to students eligible for free or
reduced-price lunch applying to schools
where less than half of the previous year’s
school population was eligible for free or
reduced-price lunch.20
The possibility that unconstrained school
choice leads to more segregated schools is
consistent with the findings in this report. The
nation is very likely to be better served in the
long term by public schools that afford
students the opportunity to be exposed to
peers from a diverse set of backgrounds.
School choice is surely not the dominant
determinant of segregated schools. In fact,
we are becoming a nation of virtual and real
gated communities in which people self-sort
based on similarities in education, race,
culture, and affluence.21 The public schools
reflect this larger trend. To the extent that
school choice increases rather than reduces
school segregation, there is work to be done.
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In North Carolina, where I grew up, only about 13% of black students were attending public schools with any white
students in the 1965-66 school year: https://dc.etsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=4124&context=etd
2
Adapted from Figure 5 in https://www.brookings.edu/wpcontent/uploads/2016/10/ccf_20161021segregation_version-10_211.pdf
3
http://www.naacp.org/latest/statement-regarding-naacps-resolution-moratorium-charter-schools/
4
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http://abcnews.go.com/US/wireStory/us-charter-schools-put-growing-numbers-racial-isolation-51541212
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https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/ccf_20170329_ecci_full_report.pdf
7
https://www.brookings.edu/research/dont-forget-magnet-schools-when-thinking-about-school-choice/
8
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/ccf_20170329_ecci_full_report.pdf
9
The SRI dataset reports separately for each borough of New York City. Those results are aggregated in the present
analysis to generate imbalance scores for New York City as a whole in order to match the treatment of NYC in the ECCI.
Four other districts in the ECCI could not be matched with data in the school racial imbalance dataset because their
organizational structure no longer lends itself to a district characterization, e.g., neither Detroit nor New Orleans has a
district identifier in the most recent federal common core of data from which the SRI dataset draws.
10
High schools rather than all schools are used because choice is more likely to be available for high school students
than students in middle or elementary school. The choice of a two-mile area to define a school’s catchment zone
rather than an area with bigger or smaller or differently defined geographical area is explained in
https://www.brookings.edu/research/60-years-after-brown-v-board-of-education-how-racially-balanced-are-americaspublic-schools/ .
11
The statistical technique underlying the graph, called canonical correlation, has the advantage for the present
purpose of collapsing the seven separate ECCI scores into a single number for each district, and likewise combining into
a single score the separate measures of racial imbalance for whites and for blacks. It does this by finding weights for
the variables in each set that result in the maximum correlation between the two sets. We end up with two latent
variables, with the predictor being the degree to which districts have policies and circumstances supporting school
choice as measured by the ECCI, and the dependent variable being the extent of white-black racial imbalance in high
schools in each district as captured by the SRI.
12
Imbalance scores for Hispanics, Asians, and Others are excluded from the analysis underlying the figure because
school choice policies are very weakly related, if at all, to imbalance scores for these groups in the present data.
13
Whites and blacks can be over- or underrepresented in public schools and relative to each other at the district level
for a number of reasons. For example, if whites are more likely than blacks to enroll in private schools, whites will have
a negative imbalance in public schools. This would lead mechanically to over representation of blacks in public schools
because the total enrollment denominator for public schools shrinks whereas the numerator of enrollment of blacks
does not. Differences in school size that are correlated with the demographics of the catchment area for schools can
also play a role in imbalance means for each district.
14
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4716051/
15
https://economics.mit.edu/files/6493
16
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.3102/01623737024002133
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https://www.brookings.edu/research/60-years-after-brown-v-board-of-education-how-racially-balanced-areamericas-public-schools/
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https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/School-Choice-and-School-Performance-in-NYC-PublicSchools.pdf
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http://www.aon.com/attachments/human-capital-consulting/Article_BQRetirementBehavioralEconQ32013.pdf
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