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TO: EAC Members 
FROM: Helen Dajer and Hardin Coleman, Co-Chairs of the External Advisory Committee on School 

Choice 
DATE: October 19, 2012 
 
After months of effort, we are approaching the final stages of selection and decision-making stage, to 
develop recommendations for an improved school choice and student assignment system that seeks to 
balance the goals of improved quality closer to home and equitable access to quality schools.  
 
To that end, we have outlined in the attached memo and accompanying slides a framework and set of 
next steps that we hope will guide our process over the next several weeks and months.  We hope to 
discuss these items in greater detail on Monday, but please feel free to reach out individually to either 
Helen Dájer or Hardin Coleman in advance of Monday’s meeting. 
 
The decision-making process and framework we propose for discussion and review on Monday includes 
the following elements: 

1. Decision-making steps and process 
2. Components of a School Choice & Student Assignment “System” that will be the focus of our 

recommendations 
3. Proposed parameters for the range of recommendations that the EAC will make. 

 
 
1. Decision-making steps and process: 
 
From March through October, the EAC has received information from a range of sources to inform EAC 
deliberations.  These have included community input from multiple sessions, BPS data and analysis,  
external analyses, five BPS proposals, and multiple proposals and recommendations from external 
stakeholders.  This month and next, it is the EAC’s responsibility to sift through the proposals, informed 
by data and analysis, and determine the key elements that the EAC would like to see in one or more 
refined model(s) to be developed by BPS and re-presented to the EAC for final review and consideration 
in mid-November. 
 
The goal of this approach is to allow and enable the EAC to develop and put forward a final 
recommendation that includes the best thinking possible on options for a new school assignment plan, 
drawing the best ideas from the various proposals that have been presented (both by BPS and others) 
and the feedback we have heard. 
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2. Components of a School Choice & Student Assignment “System”:  
 
Much of the recent discussion surrounding proposed changes to Boston’s student assignment system 
has focused primarily if not exclusively on the zones and map lines that are the most visible 
manifestation of any assignment system.  However, a comprehensive School Choice & Student 
Assignment System is more than just zones and maps.  It includes two major components which 
together can be used to develop a system that addresses equitable access as well as quality closer to 
home: 
 

A. Zones & Maps – The zones and resulting map boundaries represent the geographic distribution 
of school choice options.  This includes the size of the zones, the number of school choices 
within each zone, as well as their geographic locations. 
 

B. Equity Balance Strategies – These include a range of possible “assignment interventions” or 
options built into the choice and assignment process to increase equitable access to quality 
schools.  The Equity Balance Strategies recognize that BPS does not currently have 100% access 
to quality schools for all children under today’s system – nor will that change immediately under 
any new assignment system.  While continued improvements to increase that quality are vital – 
and are the ongoing responsibility of the district – Equity Balance Strategies offer a way to 
mitigate and address different levels of equitable access across zones in the near-term future. 

 A proposed list of potential “Equity Balance Strategies” – to be mixed and matched with 
various zone models to see what combinations may produce the best match, will be 
circulated and further developed in the EAC working sessions on 10/23 and 10/27. 

 The purpose of these working meetings is to narrow down the options and to specify 
the elements (both zones/maps and accompanying assignment options including any 
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changes to algorithm, priorities, etc.) that the EAC believes will produce a stronger 
system for families and children.  These specifications will then be given to the BPS with 
the request that they develop a revised model(s) to present back to the EAC for further 
review and discussion at the Nov 13th EAC meeting.   

 

 
 
3. Proposed parameters for the range of recommendations that the EAC will make: 
 
As outlined above, the primary focus of proposed EAC recommendations will address the two key 
components of a School Choice & Student Assignment System.  As such, our recommendations of any 
revised student assignment "system": 
 

1. Should encompass both zones/maps AND options for "equitable access strategies" (which 
committee members have previously referred to as “assignment interventions”) that are built 
into the school choice and assignment process to increase equitable access to quality schools 
(and to address in the near-term imbalances across zones in any model). This might include 
changes to the algorithm, new priority designations beyond sibling and walk zone, or new 
strategies like zone pairing to address the supply of quality schools across zones, or options like 
parent compacting, etc. 
 

2. Should not go to the level of specifying programmatic changes that are the purview of BPS 
(subject to School Committee policy and review) and its ongoing school management and school 
improvement strategies - e.g., things like where to site schools, what types of schools, or what 
programs or services should be offered within schools. This level of detail is not the purview of 
the EAC but rather the ongoing responsibility of the BPS and School Committee. 
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3. However, beyond the assignment system itself, the EAC may choose to make additional high-
level recommendations related to expectations for the implementation of a new assignment 
system.  Such recommendations may aim at issues of data transparency, benchmarks and goals 
for continued improvements to quality and equitable access by BPS, and some element of 
accountability to allow for community monitoring over time.  For example, they may include a 
recommendation that BPS commit to developing and implementing (over some reasonable time 
period) a plan for improvement strategies targeted to those zones and neighborhoods in any 
assignment system that currently have lower equitable access to quality school seats. 
Recommendations might also include those related to ongoing transparency of data, improved 
data collection, possible benchmarks or targets related to equity and quality and distance 
and/or accountability mechanisms such as regular public reporting on progress against 
benchmarks or certain equity/quality indicators. 
 

We recognize that the enormous content as well as complicated process carved out for the EAC is 
daunting.  For these reasons, we believe it is all the more urgent that we pause in the process to build 
consensus and understanding amongst ourselves regarding the process that we will use to determine a 
set of recommendations that we believe will result in an improved School Choice & Student Assignment 
System for Boston’s children and families. 
 
We look forward to a robust discussion on Monday and in the days/weeks that follow.  In the 
meanwhile, please do not hesitate to reach out individually to either co-chair, Helen Dájer or Hardin 
Coleman, with any clarifying questions or suggestions. 
 
Many thanks, 
 
Helen Dájer 


