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This report describes the Metropolitan Area Planning Council’s initial analysis of assignment plans proposed by 

Boston Public Schools (BPS)1. Using the data available from the BPS website as well as the School Quality 

Index developed by the Harvard Graduate School of Education (HGSE)2, MAPC has analyzed current 

attendance patterns, assessed the relative change in opportunity for students in each of the proposed zones, 

and estimated the potential impact of each alternative on children of different races and ethnicities. Our key 

findings include:  

1) The existing three-zone system is already highly unequal and segregated in a variety of ways. 

Attendance at higher quality schools varies substantially across each zone, with students in some 

neighborhoods much more likely to attend lower quality schools than their counterparts elsewhere 

in the same zone. Students in predominately Black, Hispanic, or low-income neighborhoods are less 

likely to attend high quality schools, but not necessarily because they are attending lower 

performing schools in their neighborhood. In fact, Black and Hispanic students—even those 

attending “low quality” schools—travel substantially farther to school than do White and Asian 

students.  Unfortunately, these longer commutes, averaging more than 1.5 miles each way, are less 

likely to deliver them to a high performing school. 

2) Comparison of current attendance patterns to the quality of schools in each proposed assignment 

zone indicates that the effects of the alternatives are complex. Several of the BPS proposals might 

actually improve the opportunity for some students in certain low-income or minority 

neighborhoods to attend “high” or “medium” quality schools. These proposals might also reduce 

the available seats in such schools for students in some of the city’s higher-income and 

predominantly white communities. This new measure of change compares the future opportunities 

to current attendance, rather than to an idealized measure of what opportunities ought to be 

under the current system 

3) Under all four of the zone-based assignment alternatives released by BPS, access to “high-” and 

“medium” quality schools could improve modestly for Black students relative to current attendance 

patterns, if they have equitable attendance at the higher quality schools in their new zone. The same 

is true for Hispanics under three of the four alternatives.  Access to higher quality schools would 

decline for Whites and Asians compared to current attendance patterns.   
 

MAPC has developed these findings using a database that links student characteristics and school 

performance data to each of the geocodes and proposed zones.  Additional areas of inquiry might include 

assessment of racial and economic isolation, evaluation of lottery preference patterns, and inclusion of walk 

zone schools in the analysis of future access.  We welcome suggestions for additional research questions that 

will help support an informed, equitable, and productive dialogue about alternative assignment plans.   

                                                           
1 MAPC is the regional planning agency for Greater Boston; our regional plan MetroFuture emphasizes the need to 
improve the quality of urban public education and to promote equitable opportunity for people of all races, 
ethnicities, origins, and income levels. 
2 Levinson, et. al, First-Round Analysis of BPS Proposed 6-zone, 9-zone, 11-zone, and 23-zone School Assignment Plans, 
Harvard Graduate School of Education, September 2012 (https://sites.google.com/site/bpschoiceanalysis/report)  

http://www.mapc.org/BPSanalysis
https://sites.google.com/site/bpschoiceanalysis/report
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Current Patterns of School Attendance 

While the current assignment zones are intended to 

provide equitable access to high performing schools for 

all students, current enrollment patterns demonstrate there 

are substantial disparities in attendance at “high” and 

“medium” quality schools even within the current assignment 

zones3. The map to the right, based on data from the 

2011- 2012 school year, shows that students in many 

portions of Mattapan, Dorchester, Roxbury, Mission Hill, 

and Allston/Brighton are much less likely to attend a 

higher quality school than are their counterparts 

elsewhere in the respective zone.  Unfortunately, these 

areas of lower-quality school attendance also correspond 

with concentrations of minority and low-income 

populations. (See maps below.)   

 

These disparities in attendance don’t exist simply because 

Black and Hispanic students are attending lower quality 

schools near where they live. It is true that the small share 

of Black and Hispanic students attending higher quality 

schools must travel long distances to access these schools: 

2.0 miles on average for Blacks and 1.5 miles for 

                                                           
3 Our analysis uses a School Quality Index developed by HGSE, which classifies schools as “high,” “medium,” or “low” 
quality based on three criteria.  See technical notes for additional details.  
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Hispanics, substantially farther than 

the distances traveled by White or 

Asian students at comparable schools. 

However, Black and Hispanic students 

attending “low-quality” schools are 

also traveling long distances—an 

average of more than 1.5 miles each 

way. More than half of all Black and 

Hispanic students enrolled at “low-

quality” schools are traveling outside 

of their walk zone to attend school. In 

contrast, White and Asian students 

attending low-quality schools are 

more likely to be enrolled within their 

walk zone.  

 

 

Estimating the Relative Impact of Assignment Proposals 

Whatever the numerous factors that contribute to the disparities described above, it is clear that the zone-

wide statistics (e.g., percent of seats in high quality schools) do not paint a complete picture of the 

experiences of students in many neighborhoods. This is an important consideration when evaluating the 

potential impact of alternative assignment plans. Comparing idealized zone-wide metrics to the mix of 

seats in a proposed zone may over- or under-estimate the likely impact of rezoning if students 

disproportionately attend higher or lower quality schools than exist in the zone overall. As a result, MAPC 

developed measures to compare the available “high” and “medium” quality seats in each zone to the 

current patterns of school attendance for the students living in that zone. This metric may more accurately 

identify where access is likely to worsen or improve in comparison to the current 3-zone system.   

 

The maps on the following page show the relative change in access to “high” or “medium” quality schools 

for each of the four zone-based assignment alternatives. The results here are more complex than the 

simple comparison of each zone to the idealized access in the current 3-zone system.  For example, the six-

zone proposal would not substantially change access to high quality schools for three of the zones (in 

yellow) when compared to current attendance patterns; but it would improve access for Zone 1 and Zone 

4 while reducing access for Zone 3 (dark orange). The impacts become more dramatic as the number of 

zones increases. In the 23-zone plan, relative access would improve substantially for students in many 

zones, while declining significantly in other nearby zones.  

 

The tables beginning on the Page 6 present the detailed results of this analysis. For example, in the 

proposed 6-zone system, 77% of students living in the proposed Zone 1 currently attend a “high” or 

“medium” quality school, while 86% of that zone’s available seats would be in “high” or “medium” quality 

schools. Consequently, there is a relative change of +9% in the access to “high” or “medium” quality 

schools. Conversely, in the proposed Zone 3 there are 14% fewer “high” or “medium” quality seats 

available relative to the number of resident students currently attending such schools. 

 

This analysis has not yet accounted for the opportunities provided by walk zones schools that could be 

accessed across a zone boundary. The maps demonstrate that there are many schools that are near zone 

boundaries in any of the proposed alternatives; inter-zone attendance at walk zones could influence the 

effective access to higher quality schools, either by providing alternatives to students with a limited number 

of options in their zone, or introducing more competition from outside the zone for higher quality schools 

within the zone. 
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BPS 
6zone 

Current Attendance Patterns Available Seats, Proposed Zone Relative Change in Access 

High Medium Low 
High & 
Medium High Medium Low 

High & 
Medium High Medium Low 

High & 
Medium 

1 26% 51% 23% 77% 26% 60% 14% 86% 0% 9% -9% 9% 

2 27% 15% 58% 42% 35% 5% 59% 41% 9% -10% 1% -1% 

3 19% 35% 45% 55% 5% 35% 59% 41% -14% 0% 14% -14% 

4 24% 42% 35% 65% 29% 63% 8% 92% 6% 21% -26% 26% 

5 16% 44% 39% 61% 19% 46% 35% 65% 2% 2% -4% 4% 

6 31% 37% 32% 68% 35% 29% 35% 65% 4% -7% 3% -3% 

 

 

BPS 
9zone 

Current Attendance Patterns Available Seats, Proposed Zone Relative Change in Access 

High Medium Low 
High & 
Medium High Medium Low 

High & 
Medium High Medium Low 

High & 
Medium 

1 26% 51% 23% 77% 26% 60% 14% 86% 0% 9% -9% 9% 

2 27% 15% 58% 42% 35% 5% 59% 41% 9% -10% 1% -1% 

3 20% 26% 54% 46% 0% 7% 93% 7% -20% -19% 39% -39% 

4 19% 41% 40% 60% 9% 52% 40% 60% -10% 10% 0% 0% 

5 19% 38% 44% 56% 38% 51% 11% 89% 20% 13% -33% 33% 

6 13% 52% 35% 65% 25% 54% 21% 79% 11% 2% -13% 13% 

7 19% 39% 42% 58% 12% 23% 65% 35% -7% -16% 23% -23% 

8 24% 45% 31% 69% 0% 61% 39% 61% -24% 16% 8% -8% 

9 45% 31% 24% 76% 66% 15% 19% 81% 21% -17% -5% 5% 

 

 

BPS 
11zone 

Current Attendance Patterns Available Seats, Proposed Zone Relative Change in Access 

High Medium Low 
High & 
Medium High Medium Low 

High & 
Medium High Medium Low 

High & 
Medium 

1 27% 45% 28% 72% 27% 51% 22% 78% 0% 5% -6% 6% 

2 24% 67% 9% 91% 24% 76% 0% 100% 0% 9% -9% 9% 

3 27% 15% 58% 42% 35% 5% 59% 41% 9% -10% 1% -1% 

4 20% 26% 54% 46% 0% 7% 93% 7% -20% -19% 39% -39% 

5 19% 41% 40% 60% 9% 52% 40% 60% -10% 10% 0% 0% 

6 13% 52% 35% 65% 25% 54% 21% 79% 11% 2% -13% 13% 

7 19% 38% 44% 56% 38% 51% 11% 89% 20% 13% -33% 33% 

8 19% 39% 42% 58% 12% 23% 65% 35% -7% -16% 23% -23% 

9 27% 49% 24% 76% 0% 71% 29% 71% -27% 22% 4% -4% 

10 51% 37% 11% 89% 77% 23% 0% 100% 26% -15% -11% 11% 

11 25% 33% 42% 58% 21% 22% 57% 43% -4% -11% 15% -15% 
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BPS 
23zone 

Current Attendance Patterns Available Seats, Proposed Zone Relative Change in Access 

High Medium Low 
High & 
Medium High Medium Low 

High & 
Medium High Medium Low 

High & 
Medium 

1 23% 42% 35% 65% 0% 51% 49% 51% -23% 9% 14% -14% 

2 32% 45% 23% 77% 71% 29% 0% 100% 38% -15% -23% 23% 

3 17% 49% 35% 65% 0% 71% 29% 71% -17% 22% -6% 6% 

4 24% 67% 9% 91% 24% 76% 0% 100% 0% 9% -9% 9% 

5 12% 60% 28% 72% 0% 62% 38% 62% -12% 2% 10% -10% 

6 37% 16% 46% 54% 71% 0% 29% 71% 33% -16% -17% 17% 

7 8% 14% 79% 21% 0% 11% 89% 11% -8% -3% 10% -10% 

8 21% 24% 55% 45% 0% 0% 100% 0% -21% -24% 45% -45% 

9 23% 36% 40% 60% 0% 29% 71% 29% -23% -8% 31% -31% 

10 11% 61% 28% 72% 0% 100% 0% 100% -11% 39% -28% 28% 

11 19% 28% 53% 47% 0% 18% 82% 18% -19% -10% 29% -29% 

12 20% 33% 47% 53% 23% 53% 24% 76% 3% 20% -23% 23% 

13 14% 46% 39% 61% 39% 27% 34% 66% 25% -20% -5% 5% 

14 21% 39% 40% 60% 15% 0% 85% 15% -6% -39% 44% -44% 

15 35% 29% 36% 64% 67% 13% 19% 81% 33% -15% -17% 17% 

16 14% 40% 45% 55% 0% 100% 0% 100% -14% 60% -45% 45% 

17 14% 39% 46% 54% 0% 100% 0% 100% -14% 61% -46% 46% 

18 35% 51% 15% 85% 0% 100% 0% 100% -35% 49% -15% 15% 

19 17% 47% 36% 64% 0% 51% 49% 51% -17% 4% 13% -13% 

20 20% 39% 41% 59% 0% 41% 59% 41% -20% 2% 18% -18% 

21 53% 43% 4% 96% 56% 44% 0% 100% 3% 1% -4% 4% 

22 50% 33% 17% 83% 100% 0% 0% 100% 50% -33% -17% 17% 

23 34% 22% 44% 56% 46% 0% 54% 46% 11% -22% 10% -10% 
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Access by Race 

We also evaluated the alternative assignment proposals for their disparate impacts with regard to race and 

ethnicity.  Currently, 77% of Asians and 84% of Non-Hispanic Whites attend “high” or “medium” quality schools; 

but only 61% of Hispanics and 52% of Non-Hispanic Blacks attend such schools. Assignment proposals that isolate 

Black and Hispanic students in zones with fewer quality schools could exacerbate these patterns.  

 

To evaluate these possible impacts, we compared current (status quo) attendance patterns by race and ethnicity to 

the opportunities available under each of the BPS alternatives. We applied the share of available “high” or 

“medium” quality seats in each zone to the number of students by race or ethnicity in each zone, and then summed 

up the results district-wide. The chart below demonstrates the results. Under all four of the zone-based assignment 

alternatives, access to “high“ or “medium” quality schools would improve—albeit modestly—for Black students 

relative to current attendance patterns. Access would improve for Hispanic students under all but the 11-zone plan. 

Whites and Asians would experience relatively lower access to such schools. The 6- and 23-zone alternatives 

provide the greatest improvements for Blacks and Hispanics.  

 

One important caveat is that this analysis assumes equitable attendance at higher quality schools within any of the 

proposed zones. If the current patterns of disparity continue, with Whites and Asians occupying a disproportionate 

share of seats in “high” and “medium” quality schools  in any given zone, these intra-zone disparities will erase any 

the modest gains anticipated the chart below.4 

 
 

Next Steps 

These results represent our initial efforts to help BPS stakeholders to evaluate the possible impacts of alternative 

assignment plans.  The next steps for our research include:  

 Developing mechanisms to approximate walk-zone access 

 Assessing potential changes in racial and economic isolation  

 Evaluating plans recommended by individuals or institutions other than the BPS 

 Answering other questions that might be placed before us by interested parties. 

 

  

                                                           
4 This paragraph added on October 17 in response to a peer reviewer’s comment.   

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

-25%

-20%

-15%

-10%

-5%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

White Black Hispanic Asian Two or More/Other

C
u
rr

e
n
t 

A
tt
e
n
d
a
n
ce

 P
a
tt
e
rn

s

R
e
la

ti
v
e
 C

h
a
n
ce

 i
n
 A

cc
e
ss

Relative Change in Access to "High-" or "Medium-" Quality Schools, by Race

6-Zone Plan

9-Zone Plan

11-Zone Plan

23-Zone Plan

Current

Attendance 
Patterns

(right axis)



Page 9 

Technical Notes  

 

School Quality Index  

This analysis uses a School Quality Index (SQI) developed by the HGSE.  The SQI averages the three 

measures of school quality provided by BPS in their map of schools across the district: MCAS composite 

score (combining absolute attainment and student growth over the past two years 1), MA Department of 

Elementary and Secondary Education ranking, and Popularity. Because each of these measures is on a 1-4 

scale, with 1 being best and 4 worst, HGSE simply averaged (as opposed to standardizing) the scores.  

MAPC’s application of this index varies slightly from the previously cited HGSE report. First, we found that 

measuring access only to schools rated “high” quality was too restrictive, given the small number of schools 

that meet that criterion (only 12 of 78 applicable schools) and the limitations of the data (many 

respectable and desirable schools, such as the Haley and the Manning, score only “medium” quality).  We 

also noticed that the HGSE measures of “high quality” access by zone are calculated based on the total 

number of seats in the zone, including seats in unrated schools. Since the SQI of unrated schools has not 

been determined, the seats in these schools cannot be used as the basis for measuring access to “high 

quality” or “low quality” schools. Our modified measure of access, therefore, is based on number of 

students/seats in “high” or “medium” quality schools, as a percent of students/seats at all rated schools. 

Overall, 62% of zone-based (not citywide) schools and seats meet these criteria, while 38% of seats are 

in schools rated “low quality.”  

 

Data Sources 

This analysis utilizes a student-level database (Demand- Student Descriptive Data_All Boston, SY 2011-

2012.xls) provided by Boston Public Schools via the www.bostonschoolchoice.org website. This dataset 

contains information about race, income, grade, home geocode, and attending school of each K0 – 8th 

grade student in BPS for the school year 2011 - 2012. Data were mapped using a shapefile of student 

geocodes produced by BPS.  Zone boundaries were digitized by MAPC based on PDF maps posted at the 

BPS website.  

 

Credits 

MAPC Intern Bill Wang conducted the geocoding, GIS analysis, and database analysis to support this 

research.  Thanks to Marc Draisen and Holly St. Clair for comments on prior drafts. Any errors, omissions, 

or misstatements are the responsibility of the author.   

http://www.bostonpublicschools.org/files/demand-_student_descriptive_data_all_boston_sy_2011-2012.xls
http://www.bostonpublicschools.org/files/demand-_student_descriptive_data_all_boston_sy_2011-2012.xls
http://www.bostonschoolchoice.org/

