
External Advisory Committee
Minutes from the Meeting of the Committee

December 6, 2012
Boston City Hall

Attendees
Hardin Coleman, Co-chair
Helen Dajer, Co-chair
Ian Deason
Rahn Dorsey
Robert Gittens
Craig Lankhorst
Ruthzee Louijeune
John Nucci
Mary Tamer
Miren Uriarte
Bak Fun Wong
William Walczak
Heaven Reda
Vernee Wilkinson
Brendan McDonough
Carolyn Kain 
Kathleen Colby 
Laura Perille
Tammy Tai

Staff
BPS Staff
Mayor’s Office Staff

Community observers were also in attendance

Welcome from Co-Chairs

The co-chairs opened the meeting by welcoming the committee members 
and community observers.  The co-chairs also reminded meeting 
attendees of the meeting’s ground rules. 

Approval of Minutes
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The members of the committee moved to, and approved, the minutes 
from the November 29, 2012 meeting.

Data Validation Update

A data subcommittee co-chair provided a progress update on data 
validation, stating that three out of four pieces of the data validation have 
been completed.  She also reported that so far, the validator, a professor 
at Babson, has found all data to be valid. 

Committee members acknowledged that the quality of data is dependent 
on the validity of the information taken in, and that this challenge will 
occur with any given set of data. Additionally, it was noted that data that 
is being analyzed for their purposes is an unprecedented large amount of 
data.

Voting Procedure

A committee member introduced David Waterfall, an attorney from the 
City’s Law Department who was present to answer any legal questions on 
the voting procedures memo. 

Committee members reviewed the summary of the voting procedure 
desired at the last meeting.

A committee member asked about the possibility of including a “none of 
the above” option to vote for in addition of abstaining, which would be 
noted as “present”. This would allow a committee member to be counted 
in the total vote count, but not be forced to choose between two plans 
with which they do not agree.

Committee members discussed the difference between an “abstaining” 
vote and a “present vote.” An abstention would not count toward the total 
count, but a present vote would.

Committee members asked Mr. Waterfall for his legal input. He said that 
it comes down to how the committee decides to organize themselves 
internally.

Committee member noted that adding a present vote would slow down 
the process of choosing a plan and that is would not break the status quo 
of the current assignment system, which is not the goal of the committee.
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A committee member disagreed, noting that a present vote has value 
because it shows disagreement. 

Committee members acknowledged that a present vote is the ability for a 
member to say that none of the models available would be better than 
the current model. Committee members voted on the addition of a 
present vote and passed it.

A committee member clarified a change on the prior week’s voting 
summary, that any members who vote before the voting meeting should 
send their voted to the staff in writing, not to the committee, according 
to legal counsel.

A committee member suggested and put forward for a vote that when 
getting down to one or two models and a majority is not achieves, then 
no final recommendation will be reported, instead the vote tally will be 
reported to the school committee. The vote was passed and this will be 
amended to the voting procedure. 

Demand Model

Committee member introduced Dr. Parag Pathak, MIT Department of 
Economics, and PhD Student Peng Shi, MIT Operations Research Center.

Mr. Shi began the presentation on “Access to Quality,” a holistic 
understanding. He outlined the presentation beginning with a holistic 
measure of quality, the demand model, proposed analysis and 
deliverables, and finally questions. 

Mr. Shi identified that quality to a family means MCAS, teacher/principals, 
facilities, safety, atmosphere, distance, school composition, program 
match, siblings, walk/ride, etc. He explained that the School Quality 
depends on the measurable attributes of a school, while Match Quality 
depends on how a family views quality. 

Mr. Shi explained data that shows how families form West Roxbury, 
Jamaica Plain, and Mattapan were choosing schools and found that on all 
cases one of the biggest factors was distance, but quality of the school is 
not only dependent on one factor. From this he found that Different 
neighborhoods choose differently, even when faced with the same 
options. Therefore, to better serve families we need to capture the 
families’ holistic measure of quality.
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Mr. Shi discussed how to quantify a “Quality Match” which uses data of 
families’ choices. He explained that this is not the best data, but it is the 
best we have, and it is better than surveys. Mr. Shi explained the Demand 
Model and how it tries to infer behavior based on families’ past choices 
what they want and view as quality. The Demand Model can get an 
average of how much each factor adds to a families’ definition of quality 
and can get a sense of choice patters by neighborhood. The benefits of 
this model are that it will allow the measurement of aspects of school 
quality that they did not have data for before, of the level of quality 
match or holistic match for a given group of people, and will allow the 
forecast of future choice behavior.

Mr. Shi explained that “access” is defined, for this model, as a chance that 
a student will get into a school that was chosen by the family. The three 
types of access to quality include getting accepted to a first choice 
school, getting accepted to a reasonable “not bad” school that was 
chosen, and getting into any of the schools chosen. 

Mr. Shi explained that the proposed plan is to finish the Demand Model 
and run tests to make sure that is actually gives access to quality, 
simulate the implementation of this plan two years ago, and analyze the 
outcome. The analysis will include a realistic estimate of static impact of 
proposed plan on K1-2 round one, access to quality, proximity to home, 
predictability, number of choices, and socio-economics/ racial 
demographics. He noted that this fully accounts for any ELL and SPED 
students who participate in round one.

A committee member asked about other methods that students with 
disabilities use to enter the school system, which do not go through the 
lottery system.

A committee member asked about seats added after round one and how 
that would play into the Demand Model.

A committee member asked about the best no-zone models

A committee member asked why start with models that are present 
instead of building completely new ones from the data.

A committee member asked about the difference between models that 
BPS developed and models discussed in the previous meeting
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A committee member asked about how much of a factor the distance 
from home is for a family.

A committee member asked to make sure that there are criteria for 
quality that are going to be met.

Committee members discussed the definition of quality and the language 
used in the model.

A committee member asked about the value of examining socio-
economic-and racial composition data.

A committee member asked about how language barriers can skew the 
data about choices that parents made vs. choices that were made for 
them at the Family Resource Center.

A committee member expressed their excitement to see the analysis and 
wanted to make sure that when the analysis comes to the committee, 
they can see measurable metrics that have been constant. 

A committee member asked for more school zone samples.

A committee member stated that it would be helpful to have analysis that 
shows isolated demographic populations within an area. 

A Committee member stated that the seat availability skews the data 
because fewer seats make people not choose any given school. The 
Committee member asked that at next EAC meeting, Denise Snyder from 
BPS address what is actually happening in the Family Recourse Centers in 
regards to parents making choices.

A committee member noted that there are some languages that are 
spoken in the City that there are no translators for and that this should 
be taken into consideration.

Questions from Community Observers

A community member, who represents parents in favor of grandfathering 
and opposes breaking up families wants to know the impact of the 
changes to models and asks about access and equity of access and notes 
that students who are ELL who are also SPED students should not get lost 
in the new system as they do now.
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A community member stated that expanding on the wait list would make 
a large impact, and suggests eliminating the wait lists for all and only use 
it for some.

A community member said that information people have on choosing 
quality varies greatly and there is lack of transparence when it comes to 
quality. Families find it difficult to understand what goes into the 
algorithms and choice. 

A community member and parent of 2 year old trying to figure out 
system said that people choose walk zone schools because they think 
that that is there best shot. Lots of factors go into choice. 

A community member said that a City Councilor has met with families 
and they are concerned about predictability. People want to know that 
they will get assigned to a school at all. They need to know that they will 
get something from the list that they give to the City. The City needs to 
keep its promises with parents

A community member is concerned about having two children in two 
different schools. She and her husband are worried about even staying in 
Boston. Models are lacking the idea of community and that other people 
who they know are choosing the same school to build community. 

Conclusion

Before concluding a committee member asked that the voting procedures 
memo be amended to include a statement that the EAC’s vote would be 
sent to the School Committee regardless of the outcome, so the School 
Committee could see the vote. 

A co-chair thanked everyone for attending the meeting.  The meeting 
was adjourned.
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