DRAFT CONCEPT PAPER
Public School Choice:
Improving Student Achievement by Pursuing Economic Diversity
“The classroom is where poor and middle-class kids should meet -- to the benefit of both.”
– Richard Kahlenberg
By the year 2020, Dallas ISD seeks to launch 35 new choice schools that reflect community demand. Future choice
schools will offer a variety of instructional approaches and content/themes, such as Montessori schools, International
Baccalaureate (IB) schools, visual and performing arts schools, and STEM schools. Several of these new choice
schools will be called Transformation Schools, which will be new, start-up campuses that open in previously vacant
school buildings, new school buildings, or non-traditional spaces. Unlike existing magnet schools, none will have
academic entry requirements. Launching new campuses from scratch will require substantial work in many areas,
from staffing to professional development to budgeting to facilities. And it also presents an opportunity to be creative
and innovative with the design of these elements, all in an effort to boost student achievement to new heights. When
thinking about new Transformation School campuses, one element that begs for creativity and innovation is student
enrollment, which will be the focus of this memo.
The Importance of Student Enrollment Practices
Student enrollment practices, while often overlooked, can have a huge impact on student achievement because they
can shape the socio-economic makeup of the student body. In 1966, the influential Coleman Report found that the
largest predictor of academic achievement is the socio-economic status (SES) of the student’s family and that the
second largest predictor is the socio-economic makeup of the student body in the school itself.1 Close to a halfcentury of research supports this claim, some of which goes even further to argue that the socio-economic makeup of
the school matters more to student achievement than does the SES of the family.2
Currently in Dallas ISD, the vast majority of students are assigned to a neighborhood school based on the attendance
zone of their street address. Dallas also consistently has some of the highest levels of residential segregation by
income in the entire country, which, by extension, often means school segregation by
income.3 Coupled with decades of middle-class flight from the district, this means
that the lion’s share of Dallas ISD schools have high levels of concentrated poverty
in their student bodies. In fact, approximately 85% of Dallas ISD schools have
student bodies that are 80% low-income or more. Unfortunately, there is a great body
of research demonstrating that concentrating poverty in a school building creates
serious challenges in terms of student achievement.4 Undoubtedly, a student living
in poverty brings challenges into the classroom, but when a school building is comprised of a majority of low-income
students, the challenges compound. In fact, research shows that the likelihood of a school’s overall success is
considerably reduced when the student body exceeds 50% low-income.5
This is not to say that high-poverty schools cannot be successful with great administrators and great teachers. There
are many shining examples of high-poverty schools across the nation, including several Dallas ISD schools.6 And it
goes without saying that Dallas ISD has many initiatives in place which will continue to prove that high-poverty
schools can achieve at high levels, such as Imagine 2020 and the Accelerating Campus Excellence (ACE) initiative.
But there is also no doubt that high-poverty environments present more serious obstacles to student achievement.
Therefore, as it continues to tackle the challenges associated with high-poverty schools, the district should also be
exploring ways to breakup concentrations of poverty in the first place and reduce their overall prevalence.
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Research Supporting Economically Diverse Student Bodies
Substantial bodies of research show that economically diverse schools are more ideal education settings. Consider
the following benefits for all students who learn in economically diverse settings:


The performance of low-income students rises dramatically in economically mixed schools. Lowincome students who attend economically diverse schools perform better than low-income students who
attend high-poverty schools.7 For example, when examining 4th grade math results from the 2007
National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP), low-income students
in schools that had between 35-50% of its students eligible for free or
reduced-price lunch scored 13 points higher than low-income students in
schools that had 76-99% of its students eligible for free or reduced-price
lunch. This amounted to a difference of one full year of learning growth.8
This trend generally holds true on other NAEP assessments, as well. 9
There are three main reasons for this:
o First, in economically diverse schools, low-income students are
more likely to be surrounded by academically engaged peers, and
research shows that the power of peer effect is huge. For example, research shows that it is
advantageous to be around students with larger vocabularies because it is shared informally
amongst classmates throughout the day. Unfortunately, economically disadvantaged (ED)
students arrive at school with less than half of the vocabulary of more affluent peers, which
means that ED students are less likely to enlarge their vocabulary in a high-poverty school.10
This phenomenon is often referred to as the “hidden curriculum.”
o Second, research shows that economically diverse schools tend to attract more effective,
experienced teachers than high-poverty schools.11
o Third, research shows that economically diverse schools are more likely to have greater levels
of community involvement (i.e., tutoring, PTA involvement, fundraising, etc.).12



Low-income students in economically mixed schools can outperform or perform on par with middleclass students who attend high-poverty schools, which is in line with the research that the economic
composition of the student body is of paramount importance. 13 For example, when examining 4th grade
math results on the 2007 NAEP, low-income students in schools that
had between 35-50% of its students eligible for free or reduced-price
lunch scored 2 points higher than middle-class students in highpoverty schools (76-99% free or reduced-price lunch).14 This gapclosing trend generally holds true on other NAEP assessments, as
well.15



Some research suggests that attending an economically diverse school
reduces the likelihood of adult poverty by two-thirds, even after
controlling for individual aptitude and family SES.16



When it comes to middle-class student achievement in economically
mixed schools, the research is also promising. According to Richard Kahlenberg, a large number of
studies “consistently find that integration is not a zero-sum game: low-income students can benefit from
economically integrated schools, and middle-class achievement does not decline so long as a strong core
of middle-class children is present.”17 The research has coalesced around the idea that there is, in fact,
a “tipping point” of low-income students above which middle-class student performance does begin to
significantly decline. Although the exact “tipping point” is contested and the research is still developing,
many researchers posit that 50% low-income is the maximum.18
o Research suggests that there are two reasons that middle-class students are not hurt by economic
integration, so long as the “tipping point” is not surpassed. First, studies consistently find that
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middle-class children are less impacted by school influences than low-income children, which
is likely attributable to stronger family backgrounds and spending more time under adult
supervision. Second, as Richard Kahlenberg states, “the numerical majority sets the tone in a
school: the negative effects of concentrated poverty tend to kick in only where a clear majority
of students are low-income.”19
Given all of these benefits, it is not surprising that economic diversity initiatives are growing at the local level. To
date, 80 school districts are, in some fashion, using SES as a factor in student assignment and the results thus far are
promising.20 Other places have taken a different approach. For example, Montgomery County, MD, created more
economically diverse student bodies through an inclusionary housing program that placed low-income families in
public housing units located in more affluent neighborhoods, which essentially diversified their traditional school
attendance zones. But no matter the lever which creates the SES diversity in schools, the positive student results
remain the same.21 The takeaway is that economic diversity matters a great deal and more districts are taking note.
The Need for Economic Diversity in Dallas ISD
As mentioned earlier, schools in Dallas ISD are heavily segregated by SES. The number of economically diverse
campuses – that is, campuses with student bodies between 40-60% low-income – are few and far between. In fact,
there are only four (4) campuses which could be considered to have economically diverse student bodies, two of which
are magnet schools with academic entry requirements. At the other two schools, DeGolyer Elementary and Withers
Elementary, the results for ED students are promising, which is in line with the national research. 22 However, this is
admittedly a small sample size and can fluctuate from year to year. The reality is that, for all intents and purposes,
economic diversity is virtually non-existent in Dallas ISD.23 That said, our Public School Choice initiative presents a
tremendous opportunity to attract middle-class families back to Dallas ISD, which means that we could actually begin
to implement legitimate economic diversity pilots in some of our new choice schools. We would be remiss if we did
not pursue these pilots, which, at the end of the day, could help unlock many answers and help us identify scalable
best practices going forward.
Economic Diversity Pilots: Aiming for a 50/50 Mix
It is no secret that the vast majority of Dallas ISD students are low-income. It is, of course, critically important that
we serve as many low-income students as possible with our new Transformation Schools – after all, a big part of the
Public School Choice initiative is about bringing more options to families and students, particularly those families and
students that have not had many options in the past. At the same time, though,
the research supporting economic diversity is overwhelming and cannot be
ignored. Our challenge with these economic diversity pilots is to balance the
desire to serve as many low-income students as possible with the desire to
implement the pilots with fidelity to the research. Therefore, the optimal
enrollment strategy for our economic diversity pilots is to work towards a
50/50 enrollment mix. In these pilots, 50% of the student body would be
classified as “Economically Disadvantaged” and 50% would not. This mix
would allow us to serve as many low-income students as possible while at the
same time creating an economically diverse environment in which all students
will thrive.
Transformation School economic diversity pilots will be open enrollment for all students across the district, with a
priority application window for students living within the immediate vicinity. This way, students from all types of
neighborhoods can learn together in one school building. To ensure a 50/50 mix, the application process will utilize
a lottery with preferential weights based on a student’s SES. It is also important to remember that Transformation
Schools will be open to all students, regardless of academic ability, and that transportation will be provided within
certain parameters.
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Transformation Schools will be designated as economic diversity pilots when two conditions are met:



The Transformation School would be surrounded by a diversity of neighborhoods by income. This would
mitigate the need for extensive transportation to achieve economic diversity goals.
The choice school model (i.e., Montessori, STEM) would be attractive to families of all economic
backgrounds.

Controlling enrollment to ensure a 50/50 mix will also likely help Dallas ISD learn how to avoid what some other
districts have experienced with their attractive choice programs – that is, an exceptionally disproportionate enrollment
of affluent students, whose families are often more likely to be aware of specialized opportunities and are more likely
to know how to navigate the enrollment processes.
Attracting Middle-Class Families
Some critics might argue that a 50/50 mix would actually hinder our goal of attracting more middle-class families to
Dallas ISD. More affluent families, they might say, often intentionally send their child(ren) to very low-poverty
private or public schools and thus would be deterred from a school with 50% poverty levels. However, it must be said
that:





The research does not substantiate a fear of declined academic performance by middle-class students in
economically diverse settings, so long as there remains a strong core of middle-class students in the school;
Middle-class families will have the opportunity to voluntarily opt-in to a “best-fit” choice school for their
child – more specifically, a school that “taps into” their child’s particular interests, preferred learning styles,
and aspirations, which, in and of itself, has the potentially to dramatically improve learning;
Middle-class families currently sending their child(ren) to a private school would save thousands of dollars
per year by opting-in to the public school system;
In addition to academics, there is a growing body of research demonstrating that there are also social and
moral benefits for all students who learn in diverse environments (i.e., getting along with and respecting
people from different backgrounds, which is essential for a 21 st Century employee; working to find creative
solutions by incorporating input and feedback from all walks of life, etc.)24 In an increasingly diverse
country, many parents today are specifically seeking public schools that teach their children how to cut across
boundaries of socio-economic class.

“The Great Equalizer”
The idea of economically diverse public schools is fairly engrained in American history. Public schools were meant
to be, in the words of Horace Mann, “the great equalizer”25 – common places where “children of all classes, rich and
poor, should partake as equally as possible.”26 Fast forward to today and it is clear that the distance between this ideal
and our current reality is quite far, and it appears that it will worsen in the future.27 Here in Dallas ISD, it is time to
begin piloting solutions. And the Public School Choice initiative is, in our view, the best place to start this work.
Education advocates on both sides of the political aisle are increasingly supportive of creating economically diverse
student bodies, especially through voluntary programs like Public School Choice. All students deserve to learn in an
environment which prepares them for the diverse world that lies ahead of them.

For questions, please contact Mike Koprowski at mkoprowski@dallasisd.org.
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