
As the Advisory Group, the District and the School Committee evaluate a number of different 

zone approaches and specific interventions (such as grandfathering, special needs and ELL 

school facilities, etc.) to student assignment, I suggest we add an incentive to encourage parents 

and students to return to neighborhood schools and improve the schools themselves.  I call this a 

"market based" approach, and it would not impact the substance of any particular zone design 

that is selected. 

 

My understand is that the goals of the Improving School Choice initiative is to a) respond to 

general parent interest in schools closer to home for their k-8 children, b) provide high quality 

schools in all neighborhoods for those  parents, and c) increase revenues from reduced 

transportation expenses to strengthen schools, especially the weaker ones, across the city. 

 Interestingly, as I listen to parents at meetings, there appears to be considerable skepticism as 

to what the district might do with savings from transportation.  I suspect, however, if we provide 

the best possible zone configuration and then provide an incentive to parents who voluntarily 

abandon expensive busing, we can encourage all of these goals - more students closer to home, 

more money to improve those schools and more money overall to improve all schools - and 

reduce the skepticism. 

 

Quite simply, the idea is to create a credit for the transportation costs of each student who gives 

up a voluntarily busing slot and selects a walk zone school.  That credit (which might be split 50-

50 between the new walk zone school and the district and with a clearly defined school 

improvement requirement for both), would benefit everybody: 

 

     *  Parents and students shifting to a neighborhood from a bused school would see the 

neighborhood school's resources increase; 

 

     *  Principals, teachers, parents and students already in that school would see resources 

increase, encouraging them to reach out to bused students in the neighborhood; and 

 

     *  The district, all schools and all children would benefit by freeing funds to redirect to the 

weakest schools.  

 

On the margin, regardless of what the Improving School Choice zone selection decision is 

selected, all parties would benefit.  If you assume the annual costs for an average bused student 

at about $2,500-3,000 per year and perhaps 3,500 to 7,000 could abandon busing and return to 

a walk zone school, the range of total savings, split between individual walk zone schools and the 

district, would range from $8.75 million to $21 million.  With any luck, the amount of 

grandfathering would drop.  While that large a savings is unlikely, imagine if a group of 

neighborhood parents with children currently bused got together, picked an underperforming but 

potentially rising school with significant open seats, and got 50 students to return home.  On a 

50-50 split, the walk zone school would get an incremental $62,500 and the district would get 

$62,500 to use for other underperforming schools.  The leverage, not only in money but in the 

determination of a group of parents to return to the neighborhood to make a school better, could 

be very meaningful. 

 



Not all parents and students will want to transfer back to a walk zone school, and that will be 

their choice.  But many children are bused to schools that are not better than the neighborhood 

schools they left behind.  If the walk zone schools and the district can demonstrate they are good 

or getting better, the market based approach works. 

     

You might examine this idea, run the numbers and test the potential with principals, stakeholders 

and others to see if it might enhance any zone plan about which the Advisory Group, the District 

and School Committee is considering as they finalizes a district redesign of student assignment. 

 


