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ABSTRACT 

While school segregation closely maps onto residential segregation, the decline in 

residential segregation has not led to a similar decline in school segregation. In fact, in recent 

years school segregation has increased. This led me to ask, what other factors and processes, 

particularly at the neighborhood level, might impact school enrollment patterns? Using the 

Social Structural Sorting Perspective (Krysan and Crowder 2017) as a framework, I examine 

both compositional and contextual effects of neighborhoods on school sorting. My first empirical 

chapter utilizes nationally representative data from the Neighborhood Change Database 

(Geolytics) and responses from the NHES survey Parent and Family Involvement (PFI) in 

Education supplement to analyze whether living in a changing neighborhood predicts a decrease 

in neighborhood school enrollment. I find that neighborhood stability operationalized as 

percentage of new residents is positively correlated with enrollment in the local schools. 

However, change in the racial makeup is negatively correlated with enrollment in the local 

schools. Next, I utilize data from Atlanta Public Schools and Census tract data to calculate each 

school’s race enrollment gap, or the difference between the racial makeup of the neighborhood 

and the racial makeup of the neighborhood school. The gaps were most extreme at the middle 

school level and for Black students. The school zones with the largest racial enrollment gaps 

were North Atlanta, Midtown and Jackson. Finally, I conducted a series of interviews (n=19) 

with parents of K-12 students within the three clusters identified above about their neighborhood 

and school choice process. Many Atlanta parents expressed a desire for schools that were both 

diverse and of high quality, but nonetheless arrived at different school decisions. The importance 

of race and class identity in the development of these choices and the spatial clustering of choice 

types is discussed.  
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SOCIAL STRUCTURAL SORTING IN U.S. SCHOOLS 

1.1 Introduction 

Understanding the sorting of children across schools by race and income is vitally 

important for a few reasons. For one, the U.S. operates on the premise that there is equal 

opportunity to move up and down the socio-economic ladder. But poverty and affluence are 

often passed down to future generations in a way that suggests our system does not operate so 

openly. In fact, economic mobility in the U.S. has fallen in recent decades (Chetty et al. 2014). 

This durable nature of inequality coupled with the spatial sorting of groups, has led to many 

children being “stuck in place” (Sharkey 2013). This impacts access to resources, including 

schools. Additionally, racial segregation in certain neighborhoods and schools remains 

persistently stubborn (Massey 2020).  

Today in the U.S. there are significant differences by race and class in terms of school 

enrollment demographics. A 2017 Economic Policy Institute report shows that only 12.9% of 

White children attend a school where a majority of students are Black, Hispanic, Asian, or 

American Indian. However, 69.2% of Black children attend such schools. 31.3% of White 

children attend a high-poverty school, compared with 72.4% of Black children. Because of the 

connection between race and class in the U.S., a Black child has a 60% chance of ending up in a 

school where a majority of her peers are both poor and students of color. This is true only for 

8.4% of White children. On the other hand, 23.5% of White children attend schools where most 

of their peers are White and not poor, while only 3.1% of Black children attend such schools 

(Carnoy and Garcia 2020).  

This matters not just because we are not living up to our democratic promise and ideals, 

but also because early neighborhood and school experiences have huge implications for a wide 
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range of life outcomes (Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn 2003; Roux 2010; Downey and Condron 

2016). The continuing stratification, and in some cases re-segregation, across schools and 

neighborhoods serve to reproduce divergent life trajectories for children living in different parts 

of town, which also means maintaining the opportunity gap between children of different race 

and class backgrounds. 

When considering the mechanisms of school segregation, we must consider the context. 

Currently the U.S. is experiencing 1) declining residential segregation (although still high), 

which should mean a decrease in segregated neighborhood schools 2) increasingly diverse cities, 

which would presumably bring diverse groups in closer proximity via public institutions like 

schools and 3) increasing school choice, which is purported to increase diversity as students 

living in pockets of racial or socio-economic isolation could increase diverse exposure by 

choosing a school outside their neighborhood. However, school segregation by income and 

between districts is on the rise (Reardon and Owens 2014). Meanwhile, school segregation by 

race has seen a slight decline but remains high (Goyette 2014).  

I therefore seek to understand what processes could be contributing to growing school 

segregation in an environment of steady or decreasing residential segregation. Once we account 

for the contributions of residential segregation and school choice policy, what remains? What 

other factors are we missing that have contributed to the resegmentation of American schools? 

Pulling from theories on the political, economic and social dimensions of neighborhoods and 

schools, I hope to offer some new insights into the forces shaping school segregation in the U.S. 

today.  
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1.2 Background 

The history of segregation in the U.S. is well documented, but worth summarizing here. 

The history of race in the U.S. is largely one of enforced separation. Physical separation was 

accompanied by other forms of social distancing and boundary maintenance used by Whites to 

maintain a strict racial hierarchy (Feagin 2006). This separation was embedded in our legal 

system, in our institutions, and in our customs. Racial groups were segregated across all areas of 

public life from residential neighborhoods to schools, churches, entertainment venues and shops 

(Feagin 2006; Rothstein 2017). In the middle of the 20th century, as the federal government 

began making moves to desegregate our society via new laws and court-rulings, White 

individuals, community organizations and local governments sought ways to subvert or 

otherwise avoid integration (Feagin 2006; Rothstein 2017). But some of the most organized 

push-back to the new social order came around the issues of housing and schools.  

Although Brown vs. the Board of Education was determined in 1954, it was nearly 20 

years later before the last state and local school district fully accepted and began to fulfill their 

constitutional duty to desegregate (Orfield and Eaton 1996; Clotfelter 2004). Meanwhile, private 

school enrollment, particularly across the southern states, steadily rose from the 1940s to 1970s. 

Much of this enrollment was driven by newly formed so called “segregation academies” (Walder 

and Cleveland 1971; Champagne 1973). As a result of White reluctance and bureaucratic foot-

dragging, it was the late 1980s before U.S. public schools reached the height of desegregation 

(Orfield and Eaton 1996; Clotfelter 2004). Although, as Karolyn Tyson points out, schools that 

desegregated were not necessarily fully integrated (2011). 

However, U.S. schools were soon subject to another set of developments. Against a 

backdrop of globalization, free trade, and emergence of neoliberalism, a new wave of 
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suburbanization crossed the country in the 1980s resulting in heavily depopulated and 

increasingly impoverished urban centers (Wilson 1987). This rapid depopulation affected 

traditional public-school enrollment in the city even as suburban districts grew. As a result of this 

massive disinvestment, many urban neighborhoods and schools became sites of concentrated 

poverty (Wilson 1987; Kozol 1995) while the suburbs experienced a second wave of newcomers 

(Jackson 1985).  

Recent decades have seen a slight reversal in the fortunes of urban cores in select cities 

across the Northeast and Midwest (Short and Mussman 2014). Meanwhile, urban centers across 

the South and West are growing rapidly (Frey 2020). The return of White residents to central city 

districts and the growing racial and ethnic diversity as a result of immigration has contributed to 

less segregation across a number of U.S. cities (Zhang and Logan 2016). At the same time, 

growing economic inequality has led to greater class segregation than ever (Reardon et al. 2018). 

As this summary indicates, patterns of urban growth and change are not homogenous as different 

regions, cities and populations have experienced different trajectories (Logan 2013; Lichter et al. 

2015; Hwang 2015; Owens and Rich 2023). And while these trends do not tell the whole story, 

they have set the stage for the resegregation of schools. 

1.2.1 Space, place and the neighborhood-school connection 

The choice of neighborhoods and the choice of schools are connected (Lareau and 

Goyette 2014) despite the impetus of the school choice reform movement to disconnect the two 

(Chubb and Moe 1990). School choice theory presupposes that schools and neighborhoods can 

be completely detached from one another. This rests on the assumption that school is an 

experience contained in place, but not co-constituted with place; it is a commodity rather than a 

site of human activity. From one perspective, detaching school enrollment from one’s 
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neighborhood of residence should at least interrupt one pathway by which children are “stuck in 

place” (Sharkey 2013). Put another way, it seems entirely plausible that students living in 

pockets of racial or socio-economic isolation could increase diverse exposure by choosing a 

school outside their neighborhood.  

But this has not borne out. As Betancour and Smith argue, families are not stuck in place 

so much as corralled in place (2016). This de facto segregation in modern U.S. cities is mostly 

maintained via market forces - there is not a single market of neighborhood choice, but rather 

separate markets; one that remakes the neighborhood to the taste of the highest bidder and one 

whose profit margins rest on the exploitation of the underclass (Betancour and Smith 2016). 

School choice theory assumes a single market, but perhaps like residential markets, school 

markets have split (Ball et al. 1995). Furthermore, markets are not just collections of supply and 

demand for products and services. Nor are schools simply part of the geographic hardscape or 

the opportunity structure. Markets and schools are social institutions, informed by the identities 

and values of those who lead them and engage with them. As located institutions that are both 

part of and apart from the neighborhood, schools have their own cultures, histories and meanings 

across families, neighborhoods and cities (Bell 2020). Schools can be one way in which people 

perceive and evaluate a neighborhood’s identity (Bell 2020). 

As Hwang found in her study of gentrifying Philadelphia, neighborhoods undergoing 

change are often sites of contestation and boundary work, with different demographic groups 

often offering up different narratives of identity and place (Hwang 2016). When place identity is 

connected to local history and/or to a feature of the material space, the place narrative can 

become solidified in the public consciousness, is thus more easily transmitted and perhaps even 

translates into other forms of neighborhood stability (Osman 2011). For instance, a perception or 
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sense of the neighborhood can begin to develop even amongst those who are less familiar with 

the area, often building upon heuristics or schemas that connect to the established place identity 

(Evans and Lee 2020). It seems plausible that this reputation will extend to the institutions within 

the neighborhood as well, such as schools. Schools, as located institutions, can also serve as 

reputational objects or aspects of the neighborhood that stand in for the neighborhood’s 

reputation (Bell 2020; Parker 2018). When a place holds multiple meanings or contested 

meanings this could lead to divergent reputations according to which meaning an individual or 

group has assigned to the place (Sánchez-Jankowski 2008), thus impacting which neighborhoods 

and/or schools become part of a given individual’s choice set (Bell 2009a). 

1.2.2 The continuing significance of race 

Despite the frequent use of racial and ethnic categories in quantitative neighborhood 

research, I contend that much scholarly work in the neighborhood and school choice literatures 

undertheorizes race. Racial capitalism in particular serves as a useful frame for this work. Racial 

capitalism is the extraction of value based on someone’s racial identity (Robinson 1983). It is 

also an acknowledgement of the historical and deep-seated racialization of class in the U.S. Race 

as capital can be expressed in a number of ways – through the primacy of whiteness in the 

broader political economy (Lipman 2011), through the dispossession and displacement of low-

income minority neighborhoods during gentrification (Jones and Dantzler 2021), and through the 

cultural and social capital wielded by White middle-class parents in urban schools (Lareau 2003; 

Hagerman 2018).  

Social psychological theories of status also offer a critical lens to the way in which 

different racial groups engage with one another and with the social structure. Because racial 

group membership can be a signifier of status, places associated with a specific group will likely 
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share a similar status (Ridgeway 2014). This relationship can be seen in the reputation of 

neighborhoods, and by extension that of schools. Place reputations are persistent, especially 

reputations that are stigmatized, and are persistent regardless of individual motivation (Evans 

and Lee 2020). Whether a household move is motivated or constrained, whether the move is 

about economics or social dynamics, the selection of neighborhoods continues to be informed by 

prior reputation. And as families slot into neighborhoods and schools whose reputation fit their 

spatial position and disposition (Yoon and Lubienski 2017), the pattern continues. This approach 

to race and space as affiliate statuses is in alignment with what other scholars have argued about 

how racialized processes in the contemporary U.S. operate in implicit or subtle ways (Rothstein 

2017) and how multiple articulations of oppression/privilege can be interlocking, resulting in a 

cascading effect (Crenshaw 1989; Feagin 2006). 

1.2.3 The creation of choice sets 

Krysan and Crowder’s Social Structural Sorting Perspective argues that housing 

decisions are actually made in stages (2017). In the first stage, movers identify a choice set of 

potential neighborhoods or areas they would consider moving to and in the second stage they 

evaluate individual housing units within those neighborhoods. But perhaps the most interesting 

aspect of this model is the proposed pre-stage. This is an ongoing and perhaps mostly 

unconscious process in which people are constantly updating their mental map of the city based 

on information from their social networks and the media that sets the stage for which 

neighborhoods they are willing to draw from to create their choice set. The pre-stage and the first 

stage, according to Krysan and Crowder, are heavily influenced by heuristics or mental short-

hand as a way of dealing with the cognitive overload involved in winnowing down choices.  
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These heuristics and mental maps are influenced by demographics and racial stigma, as 

evidenced in a number of studies (Quillian and Pager 2001; Bruch and Swait 2019; Burdick-Will 

et al. 2020). Quillian and Pager’s 2001 study on the perception of neighborhood crime 

demonstrates that these perceptions drive outcomes that have very real consequences. As they 

state, “Even if neighborhood evaluations and decisions to move are largely determined by 

nonracial considerations, such as perceptions of neighborhood crime, if these perceptions are 

themselves influenced by racial context, then they can no longer be thought of as race-neutral” 

(Quillian and Pager 2001: 721).  Thus, it seems likely our heuristics and mental maps are raced 

and classed, both in determining preferred areas and areas not even under consideration (Krysan 

and Crowder 2017). This is further evinced in a recent study where Jones and Dantzler showed 

that neighborhood perception had a stronger relationship with neighborhood selection than did 

actual neighborhood characteristics (2021). 

In the school choice literature, similar arguments exist for how parents approach the 

school choice decision. Bowe, Ball and Gewirtz’s study of gentrifier parents and school choice 

has become a classic of the field (1994). These theorists expand on the notion of choice within 

the political frame of personal responsibility in a postmodern marketplace of consumers. They 

find that parent gentrifiers operate in self-identified mini markets (or circuits of schooling) as 

they seek out opportunities for class based social reproduction and mobility. In essence, parents 

draft a list of acceptable schools based on a variety of factors; the list may include both public 

and private schools, but the list is usually geographically constrained in some way and the same 

set of schools are frequently selected together (Bowe et al. 1994). This is what is meant by 

circuits. Using the lens of circuits of schooling, Butler and Robson conduct further studies and 

find that middle and upper-middle class gentrifiers in London develop a number of different 
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strategies to gain access to quality schools and that these strategies are often informed by the 

socio-spatial context of their immediate and surrounding neighborhoods (2003). These mini-

markets or circuits of schooling are similar to the mental map of neighborhoods identified in the 

pre-planning stage by Krysan and Crowder (2017). Likewise, research by Courtney Bell showed 

how despite similar approaches to the school search, the set of schools considered by parents 

differed significantly by class background (2009a).   

These choice sets or circuits of schooling do not always perfectly map onto 

administrative or institutional logics or follow what rational choice theory might predict. Indeed, 

choice sets are also informed by external institutional pressures (Nast 2020), neighborhood 

context (Bell 2009b) and preferences for a school to fit certain material, social and psychological 

parameters (Reay and Ball 2006; Denessen et al. 2007; Ellison and Aloe 2019). This results in 

parents applying a range of strategies to find their “best fit” (Kafka 2022). Some parents employ 

their talents in placemaking to remake the school in their image or their skills in advocacy to 

fight for the school to right size itself to their child (Lareau 2000; Posey-Maddox 2014). Other 

parents seek “the best” option and plan only to adjust later if the school turns out to not be the 

best fit for their child (Holme 2002). Some parents choose to supplement an underwhelming 

experience with outside resources (Kimelberg 2014). Yet other parents take a wholly pragmatic 

approach and organize their children’s schooling not around their aspirations for the child, but 

around the needs of the family (Rhodes and Deluca 2014). And finally, some parents make their 

decision based primarily on personal values (Cucchiara and Horvat 2014) or a generalized sense 

of trust (Strier and Katz 2016). Furthermore, in addition to the various trade-offs involved in a 

given decision (Erickson 2017), educational priorities can change over time as children grow or 
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as families change or after a negative school experience or when people relocate. The school 

decision is not a single decision, but a choice that gets made again and again. 

1.2.4 Theories of spatial sorting 

Recently, several social scientists have attempted to bring together theories of space and 

place, supply and demand, fields and habitus, structure and agency. In critical geography, 

Betancour and Smith have argued that neighborhoods are now shaped by a process they call 

flexible spaces of accumulation (2016). This is the notion that space is more valuable when its 

uses are not fixed and that this approach leads to greater urban polarity between gentrification 

and ghettoization (Betancour and Smith 2016). Also, from critical geography comes the work of 

Yoon and Lubienski who take a Bordieuan approach to the analysis of spatial positions and 

spatial dispositions in school choice. In their words,  

Urban neighborhoods, theorized as sites, reflect varying concentrations of symbolic, 

social, economic, and academic capital available within one’s geographic parameters 

(Bourdieu 2006/1986). Further, these neighborhoods embody certain spatial histories and 

meanings that are associated with social and racial divisions and inequality (Bell 2009; 

Good 2016; Gulson & Symes 2007; Reay 2007; Soja 1996). As such, neighborhoods 

generate a sense of inclusion and belonging for some groups but not others (Kwan & 

Ding 2008; Matthews et al. 2005). (Yoon & Lubienski 2017, p. 5) 

 

In the sociology of neighborhoods literature, Krysan and Crowder have developed an 

approach they call the social structural sorting perspective, which attempts to link social 

dynamics to social structure in the context of housing selection (2017). Krysan and Crowder 

point out the power of personal identity, race and class bias, perception and narrative in the 

determining of choice sets, well before people are even cognizant of their preferences (2017). 

Likewise, Yoon and Lubienski argue that dispositions, or the emotions, history, comfort, social 

ties and sense of belonging that people develop around space, affect people’s choices within the 

opportunity structure created by their spatial position (2017). It might be argued that the 
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decreasing segregation between racial groups paired with the growing segregation by class 

reflects a shift in the spatial positioning of various social groups. And it would follow that this 

would likewise impact spatial dispositions. Therefore, the social dynamics of neighborhoods 

require closer examination in the segregation literature. 

1.3 Literature Review 

1.3.1 Understanding school segregation 

Recent school segregation patterns seem clear: school segregation by race is trending 

down while school segregation by income is growing (Reardon and Owens 2014). The school 

segregation literature consistently finds that the height of racial integration was the early to mid-

1980s (Wells 2009; Orfield and Lee 2007; Richards, Stroub and Kennedy 2020). Since that time, 

studies show that racial segregation was stable (Logan, Oakley and Stowell 2006) or increased 

slightly during the 1990s (Stroub and Richards 2013) but declined again slightly in the 2000s 

across schools and across districts (Owens, Reardon and Jencks 2016; Stroub and Richards 

2013). However, Black students remain twice as segregated from Whites as Asians and 1.2 times 

as segregated as Hispanics (Stroub and Richards 2013). Despite significant movement in a 

positive direction, the segregation between Black students and White students remains an 

enduring feature of schools (Richards, Stroub and Kennedy 2020).  

Another important aspect of segregation to consider is its distribution. Today school 

segregation is found primarily between districts rather than across individual schools (Reardon 

and Owens 2014; Reardon et al., 2000). In fact, by 2010 about 60% of all school segregation was 

due to race and class stratification across neighboring school districts (Stroub and Richards 

2013). Fiel (2013) undertook a decomposition study to try and determine what amount of school 

racial segregation between 1993-2010 was the result of demographic changes and how much was 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2332858420929978
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2332858420929978
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2332858420929978
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due to a redistribution across schools or districts. He found that due primarily to declining 

numbers of Whites and a growing Latino population, White and minority distribution became 

more even across schools during this time period, but that racial distribution grew more uneven 

across districts (Fiel 2013). This supports Reardon and colleagues’ earlier finding that the 

majority of the increase in racial segregation over the 1990s was due to sorting across district 

borders (Reardon et al. 2000). Owens also finds that children are more segregated than adults 

and that accounting for school boundaries explains away a good portion of this difference 

suggesting that school boundaries are a segregating feature of the sociocultural landscape (2017)  

What is perhaps most surprising about recent trends in school segregation by class is that 

while income segregation across districts has increased about 15% between 1990-2010, it has 

grown by an astounding 40% across schools in the 100 largest districts during that same period 

(Owens, Reardon and Jencks 2016). The national and global rise in income inequality appears to 

be driving a great deal of these processes (Owens, Reardon and Jencks 2016). However, local 

policy matters too. Richards (2020) found that when school districts secede, average levels of 

segregation across multiple dimensions increased, even as the bulk of segregation shifted from 

between schools to between districts. These districts tend to be smaller, whiter and richer than 

the districts from which they withdrew. Furthermore, it appears that race and class interact to 

create diverse patterns of segregation. For example, one study found that while Black students 

across the board had become less segregated from Whites, this relationship was most pronounced 

among affluent Black students. On the other hand, poor Whites have become increasingly 

segregated from all other racial groups (Richards and Stroub 2020). There have been some 

questions recently about the extent to which residential segregation still explains school 

segregation (Davis and Oakley 2013; Coughlan 2018; Bischoff and Tach 2018, 2020; Candipan 
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2020; Rich et al. 2021). The introduction of public-school choice has led some to argue that the 

neighborhood-school link is weakening (Renzulli & Evans 2005; Davis and Oakley 2013) while 

others point out the continuing draw of a good school district (Owens 2017; Lareau and Goyette 

2014). Therefore, I turn next to a summary of the role of residential segregation and school 

choice policies in school segregation.  

1.3.2 The role of residential segregation 

According to a multitude of media reports and policy reports, school segregation  

in the U.S. is currently experiencing an uptick while residential segregation is 

decreasing.1 Moreover, some academic and grey literature suggests the same: while school 

segregation has increased in recent decades (Orfield and Yun 1999; Reardon and Yun 2002; 

Reardon and Owens 2014; Chang 2018) residential segregation seems to be slowly declining or 

holding steady (Reardon and Yun 2002; Glaeser and Vigdor 2012; Firebaugh and Farrell 2016). 

Collectively, these findings suggest that perhaps the connection between neighborhoods and 

schools is weakening.  

However, a closer look at the literature on residential segregation shows a more 

complicated picture than what recent news headlines suggest. While Black isolation has 

declined in recent decades (Farley and Frey 1994; Cutler, Glaeser, and Vigdor 1999), this shift is 

mostly due to increasing numbers of Latinos and Asians moving into historically Black 

neighborhoods (Iceland 2004; Logan 2013; Krysan and Crowder 2017). Black-White 

segregation, as measured by the dissimilarity index, has also decreased, but at a much slower rate 

 
1 A quick internet search will pull up plenty of examples, but here’s a small selection. 

https://www.gse.harvard.edu/news/new-national-study-finds-increasing-school-segregation, 

https://www.cbsnews.com/news/school-segregation-on-the-rise-65-years-after-brown-v-board-of-education/, 

https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/residential-segregation-declining-how-can-we-continue-increase-inclusion, 

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/the-avenue/2018/12/17/black-white-segregation-edges-downward-since-2000-

census-shows/  

https://www.gse.harvard.edu/news/new-national-study-finds-increasing-school-segregation
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/school-segregation-on-the-rise-65-years-after-brown-v-board-of-education/
https://www.urban.org/urban-wire/residential-segregation-declining-how-can-we-continue-increase-inclusion
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/the-avenue/2018/12/17/black-white-segregation-edges-downward-since-2000-census-shows/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/the-avenue/2018/12/17/black-white-segregation-edges-downward-since-2000-census-shows/
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(Glaeser and Vigdor 2012; Logan 2013; Krysan and Crowder 2017). And given the extremely 

high levels of Black-White segregation in this country, this modest decline has not done much to 

increase overall Black-White exposure, another common measure of segregation2
 (Krysan and 

Crowder 2017).  

While Black-White residential segregation remains high, it has been on the decline since 

the late 1960s and that trend continues. Latino-White and Asian-White segregation has been 

steady or slightly declining, mostly due to increased Latino and Asian population rather than 

neighborhood mobility (Iceland and Sharp 2013; Massey 2020). On the other hand, socio-

economic residential segregation has increased since the 1980s, tracking closely with rising 

income inequality (Taylor and Fry 2012; Loh, Coes and Buthe 2020). After a decline during the 

1980s and 90s concentrated poverty has been trending back up since 2000, and especially post 

2008 Great-Recession (Massey and Rugh 2020; Kneebone and Holmes 2016; although see 

Swanstrom et al. 2007), but the real shift has been increasingly segregated affluent 

neighborhoods (Reardon and Bischoff 2011; Massey and Rugh 2020). Although, it appears this 

pattern is not as extreme as first thought and also contains a fair bit of heterogeneity (Reardon et 

al. 2018; Logan et al. 2018). For example, Mayer found most of the change in socioeconomic 

segregation within cities was due to overall growth in economic inequality rather than increasing 

economic segregation of census tracts (Mayer 2001). This pattern of income segregation has 

been found to be especially acute among families with children (Owens 2016), young adults and 

renters (Frost 2020).  

Furthermore, patterns of segregation by race and class also seem to have to do with the 

region as well as the size, age and spatial layout of the city (Iceland, Sharp and Timberlake 2013; 

 
2 There are many ways to measure segregation, but regardless of the method used the broad trends remain the same. 

For a good introduction to segregation measurement see Massey and Denton 1988. 
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Glaeser and Shapiro 2001). Cities in the West and South, newer cities, faster growing cities, and 

sprawling cities are more racially diverse and less segregated but also more socioeconomically 

fragmented (ibid. Delmelle 2017; Florida and Adler 2017; Foote and Walter 2017; Lichter et al. 

2023). Furthermore, Owens (2016) found that income segregation between families with 

children was higher in metropolitan areas that are highly fragmented, that is with a greater 

number of political jurisdictions such as school districts, incorporated communities and so forth. 

In addition to the macro-processes of demographic change, growing inequality and the 

“stuck in place” phenomenon characterized by older, historically segregated cities, segregation is 

reinforced by local policies, movements and developments such as zoning regulations (Rothwell 

and Massey 2010), the physical design of the built environment (Schindler 2014), local growth 

politics (Purcell 2001), the micropolitics of secession and incorporation (Allums and Markley 

2020), and the application of “color-blind” policies more broadly (Connor 2015). As a number of 

sociologists, educators, and public health researchers have pointed out, color-blind policies make 

it easier for individuals to ignore systemic harm (Bonilla-Silva 2006; Wells 2014; Cunningham 

and Scarlato 2018). In conclusion, we are seeing 1) an increase in economic inequality across the 

country that is unevenly spatially distributed 2) some shifts in demographics leading to 

increasing racial diversity in cities and neighborhoods and 3) mobility patterns (or immobility 

patterns) whereby metro areas are experiencing a variety of dis/investment configurations. 

1.3.3 The role of school choice policy 

Thus far, I have laid out the recent patterns in residential and school segregation by race 

and class as well as what this distribution looks like across regions, cities, districts, and 

neighborhoods. But how much of this segregation is related to an increase in school choice? In 

the last three decades school choice has become an increasingly popular school reform and 
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improvement strategy. Proponents of school choice argue that a market approach forces schools 

to be responsive to parent and student demands in a way that government-run schools are not 

(Chubb and Moe 1990). Furthermore, choice proponents argue that allowing parents more say in 

their children’s education is a source of empowerment and an escape valve for talented and 

motivated youth stuck in low-achieving public schools (Viteritti 1999). Of course, the choice 

between public and private schools has always existed for those with the means to exercise it. 

But the notion of public choice is relatively new. 

Despite its popularity with policy makers, there also exists a significant number of critics 

of school choice. One common critique is that choice does not function the same for all families 

and in fact has increased rather than decreased educational inequality (Fuller and Elmore 1996). 

To begin with, there are several logistical challenges that might keep families from participating 

in a system of choice equally. For instance, parents of different social classes do not consider the 

same schools in their searches (Bell 2005; Rhodes and DeLuca 2014). Whether this is due to lack 

of information, time, or financial resources to do the necessary research or different social 

networks, the results are that segregation by class is reinforced (Holme 2002; Bell 2009a). 

Working parents may also struggle to arrange for transportation to a school that could be some 

distance from home or make adequate aftercare arrangements (Rhodes and DeLuca 2014). This 

struggle is amplified when considering families may have multiple children in multiple schools.  

A recent systematic review of the literature found that across a wide variety of system 

designs, localities and stage of development, school choice ultimately leads to increased 

segregation whether by race/ethnicity, socio-economic status, religion or other group identity 

(Wilson and Bridge 2019). For example, in Chile and England national reforms led to open 

enrollment policies where students can attend any school to which they are admitted, and the 
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funding follows the student. This has resulted in greater levels of socio-economic segregation 

across schools in both countries (Wilson and Bridge 2019). Another study of charter schools 

from 2008 came to a similar conclusion: charter schools did not improve school diversity (as 

touted) along the lines of race and class, and in some cases made the problem worse (Mickelson 

et al. 2008).  

In Vancouver Canada, market reforms have recently been introduced in a context of 

widening economic inequality. Yoon and colleagues (2018) find that students who opt-out of 

their local school tend to be higher income and the schools where these students relocate tend to 

have a wealthier student body than the schools they exited. This pattern of better-off students 

being more likely to leave for wealthier schools has left schools in lower-income areas under-

enrolled and thus further deprived of human, economic and social capital (Yoon et al. 2018). 

Another study in Pennsylvania found that charter school enrollment increases racial segregation 

for White, Black and Latino students as well as increased economic segregation in urban areas, 

but not in the suburbs (Kotok et al. 2017).  

Some researchers have argued that when choice policies are race-neutral they result in 

greater racial segregation whereas in schools or systems where race is considered as part of the 

application process or as part of the school assignment process, there is a greater chance of 

achieving diversity and equity as well as improved academic outcomes (Wells 2009; Roda and 

Wells 2013). Others have found that unless the system is operating under a desegregation plan, 

or offers a full district magnet program, choice policies are likely to lead to increased 

segregation, not only by race and class, but also by ability and achievement levels (Michelson et 

al. 2008; Bifulco, Cobb and Bell 2009).  
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School choice as conceived of in the public imagination, where families compete for 

limited spots at charter schools, is primarily limited to a handful of U.S. cities (affecting only 

about 6% of students in 2016 (Wang et al. 2019). For example, the majority of charter schools 

are in urban settings, with the top 10 cities in 2018-2019 for total charter school enrollment 

being: NYC, Los Angeles, Houston, Philadelphia, Chicago, Phoenix, New Orleans, San Antonio, 

Washington DC, and Dallas (Gerstenfeld and Xu 2020). Furthermore, the racial demographics of 

charter schools are not representative. Despite being only 14% of the student population 

nationally, in 2016 Black students made up 23% of charter enrollees. Similarly, Latino students 

are 24% of the national student body but are 30% of charter enrollees (Wang et al. 2019). In 

almost every case, students who left their local school for a charter school ended up in a more 

racially segregated school (Weiher and Tedin 2002; Frankenberg and Lee 2003; Renzulli 2006; 

Miron et al. 2010; Monarrez et al. 2022). In districts that were more heavily segregated across 

schools, the number of Black students enrolling in charter schools was significantly greater than 

in more integrated districts (Renzulli 2006). Overall, charter schools account for a 6% decrease 

in the chances of Black and Latino students being exposed to students of other racial-ethnic 

backgrounds (Monarrez et al. 2022). 

1.4 Overview of the Project 

1.4.1 Study purpose 

According to the Social Structural Sorting Perspective, once large-scale structural 

processes are set-in motion, they become self-perpetuating such that uncoordinated individual 

level choices make no dent in the larger pattern. Rather, when operating within such a context 

many micro-level processes reify existing structures. Such patterns will continue without 

targeted or coordinated interruption (Krysan and Crowder 2017). In considering the macro-micro 
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cycle of school segregation, an analysis of the socio-spatial forces operating across dimensions, 

institutions and scales is critical to understanding how inequality and segregation feed into one 

another and are continually reproduced. This paper seeks to contribute to this analysis by testing 

a variety of social sorting mechanisms that may be operating at the neighborhood or school zone 

level resulting in unequal sorting across schools. Consider: 1) racial capitalism structures the 

contexts in which we live 2) place reputation is derived from superstructure, but also operates as 

part of the social environment which people interact with and respond to 3) social fit is an 

important motivation for many people, therefore, unrestricted choice will interact with the 

context established by racial capitalism and place reputation in such a way as to maintain the 

status quo. Using the Social Structural Sorting Perspective introduced by Krysan and Crowder 

(2017), I examine differences by race, class and place in how school decisions shape and are 

shaped by neighborhood level compositional and contextual factors, and how notions of fit in a 

fractured social space contribute to the maintenance of sorting across schools by race and class. 

1.4.2 Study outline 

Given that the motivating question behind this research project is quite large, it makes 

sense to approach it from multiple angles. Therefore, this project, in the spirit of Small (2011) 

and Deterding and Waters (2021), is a mixed methods study in which different types of data are 

collected as appropriate to a range of research questions, but which all drive upwards towards the 

same general aim: understanding the patterns of school enrollment across neighborhood type. I 

therefore have chosen to tackle the question through three complimentary studies.  

In my first empirical chapter, Chapter 2, I develop an overall picture of the relationship 

between neighborhoods and school selection. I do this by identifying Census tracts that are 

changing and determining whether changing neighborhoods impact the chances of enrolling in 
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the local public school. I use a nationally representative geocoded data set to establish whether 

and what type of neighborhood change may influence likelihood of enrollment. I estimate several 

logistic regressions predicting enrollment with different measures of neighborhood change from 

2008-2018, including different change trajectories by race and class. In other words, do the 

particular ways in which neighborhoods change matter and what aspect of neighborhood change 

is most relevant? Given the prior literature and my theoretical perspective, I hypothesized that 

parents in neighborhoods undergoing change will be more sensitive to the decision of schools 

and therefore more likely to opt out of the local public school. Chapter 2 results indicate that it is 

not just a matter of neighborhood change that matters for school choice, but more specifically 

that the long-term residence of individuals as well as racial compositional change are significant 

while socioeconomic compositional change was not. On the other hand, family level 

socioeconomic and educational status were highly predictive of exiting the local school. 

In my next two chapters I turn to how local context can shape school enrollment patterns. 

Historically, much work on segregation, mobility and neighborhood change has been focused on 

the industrial cities of the Northeast and Midwest. However, our national demographic 

distribution has been shifting in recent decades, therefore Chapters 3 and 4 take a closer look at 

the city of Atlanta, Georgia. Not only were the South and the West the fastest growing regions 

between 2010-2020, but the South now has by far the largest majority of the population at 38% 

(Census 2020). Additionally, the city of Atlanta itself is gentrifying very quickly (Brummet and 

Reed 2019; Maciag 2015). Furthermore, although Atlanta has a history of being an important 

center of Black life and culture, and of interracial harmony, the city center became whiter at a 

faster rate than any other city between 2000 and 2006, even as the metro-area has grown 

increasingly diverse (Gurwitt 2010). 
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Chapter 3 asks whether and to what extent the racial makeup of the neighborhood 

matches the school enrollment demographics across the 9 school catchment areas of Atlanta 

Public Schools. Based on prior literature, I hypothesized that the neighborhood-school 

enrollment gap will be larger in more diverse neighborhoods. In fact, the neighborhood-school 

racial enrollment gap in Atlanta is largest in the Whiter neighborhoods. This is true whether 

those neighborhoods are predominately White or White residents simply represent a significant 

minority. On the other hand, neighborhoods that are predominately Black have small enrollment 

gaps. So yes, the most diverse neighborhoods do have large gaps, but so do predominately White 

neighborhoods.  This indicates a particular relationship with public schools for White families in 

Atlanta. This could be partially driven by the overall racial makeup of the city as a majority 

Black city. For example, prior research has indicated that higher concentrations of people of 

color and specifically Black individuals, is correlated with higher rates of segregation (Massey 

2020) and of White students exiting the school (Billingham and Hunt 2016). However, these 

findings likely also signal something about class as those most likely to exercise school choice 

have higher incomes and levels of education (Ball et al. 1995; Teske and Schneider 2001; 

Saporito and Sohoni 2007; Sikkink and Emerson 2008). 

Finally, in Chapter 4 I use the results of my Atlanta neighborhood/school gap analysis to 

identify three school clusters that represent a range of neighborhood types. I then recruited and 

interviewed 6-7 families from each of these three clusters for a total of 19 interviews. The 

interviews focus on how parents’ social networks and notions of place and community have 

impacted their neighborhood and school decisions, and by extension may contribute to 

continuing segregation. Based on the social structural sorting perspective, existing segregation 

patterns inform our social networks, spatial knowledge and daily activities, which in turn color 
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our attitudes and beliefs about places such as neighborhoods and schools (Krysan and Crowder 

2017). I anticipated finding different circuits of schooling or school choice sets across the three 

neighborhoods and that these choice sets were informed by the interviewee’s social networks. 

Instead, I found that parents tended to approach the school decision-making process in a variety 

of ways and that their approach was informed by their race and class identity. 

Chapter 5 provides a summary of the dissertation findings, discusses how the various 

analyses relate to each other and the broader literature on schools, neighborhoods and 

segregation, and finally offers up some policy implications and directions for future research. 

Although previous work has examined the neighborhood-school connection, this dissertation 

attempts to place this relationship within a larger conversation about how place and choice 

operate as expressions of power, belonging, and exclusion under conditions of structural 

inequality. 
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2 SCHOOL ENROLLMENT IN THE CONTEXT OF CHANGING 

NEIGHBORHOODS 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter lays out the current landscape of school enrollment within the U.S. as a 

condition of neighborhood change. Existing literature on neighborhoods and schools has 

overwhelmingly focused on structural or institutional factors such as the role of neighborhood 

segregation, zoning and jurisdictional boundaries, school choice policies and availability of 

alternatives.  One question that continues to be of both theoretical and empirical interest, is, 

controlling for these structural and institutional contributions what factors operating at the meso 

or micro level contribute to school segregation? Early research in this field suggested that White 

parents, wealthier parents, and more educated parents were more likely to exercise school choice 

(Teske and Schneider 2001; Sikkink and Emerson 2008). We now know that disadvantaged 

Black students also engage in school choice at higher rates than their peers (Bifulco and Ladd 

2006). However, advantaged White students typically enact this choice through moving to a 

“better” school district or going private while disadvantaged Black students enact this choice by 

enrolling in public schools of choice (de Brey et al. 2019).  

However, given the emergence of evidence from the field of neighborhood effects it also 

seems the context in which such a choice is made might matter too. Lauen outlined there are 

several approaches to considering this question (2007). One tactic is to consider compositional 

effects. Studies in this vein have shown that both race and socioeconomic composition matter for 

school selection (Saporito 2003; Krysan et al. 2009; Hedman et al. 2011, Jargowsky 2014) but 

that school composition matters differently by racial background (Saporito and Lareau 1999). 

When choosing a school, White parents avoid schools with a high percentage of Black students 
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while Black parents avoid schools with high rates of poverty (Saporito and Lareau 1999). The 

other major approach is to consider contextual effects, such as the neighborhood or school 

environment. Studies on how an environment affects thinking about schools have focused on the 

role of social networks (Bader et al. 2019; Burdick-Will 2018), peer effects (Zwier et al. 2023), 

stigma (McWilliams 2017), social position (Goyette 2008), spatial position (Jacobs 2013; Bader 

et al. 2019) and sense of belonging (Yoon and Lubienski 2017). Additionally, studies have 

established that in neighborhoods with greater demographic heterogeneity (Bischoff and Tach 

2020), a greater number of new residents (Candipan 2020) and with more nearby school options 

(Bischoff and Tach 2018; Candipan 2019) fewer residents enroll in the local school. This 

relationship is particularly strong in neighborhoods that are gentrifying or undergoing 

socioeconomic ascent (Pearman and Swain 2017; Bischoff and Tach 2018; Candipan 2019).  

2.2 Neighborhood Change and School Enrollment, What Matters Most? 

Neighborhoods can be considered as a bundle of features, but they also have emergent 

properties. Prior neighborhood studies have tended towards conceptualizing neighborhoods 

either as a set of decomposable features or as having emergent properties, but rarely do studies 

attempt to operationalize both aspects of neighborhoods. Investigating neighborhoods 

undergoing change can make it easier to tease apart various features and dynamics of the 

neighborhood. Even when we understand parents (and/or children and/or schools) to be paying 

attention to the neighborhood in their development of neighborhood heuristics and ultimately 

their choice-sets, it is not clear what about the neighborhood is most salient and whether what is 

salient might vary across time, place and social background. 

Since neighborhood change is likely to affect both who lives in the area as well as the 

reputation of the neighborhood, it is plausible that neighborhood change would influence local 



 

25 

 

school enrollment (Bischoff and Tach 2020). Furthermore, one’s social connections are 

influenced by neighborhood change and these connections can inform school decisions, 

especially connections with other parents (Bader et al. 2019). This may be even more likely in an 

era of school choice when opting out of your local school is easier than ever. Studies have even 

shown that compositional changes in neighborhoods and compositional changes in schools might 

both result from school choice, even when the trajectory of change is in opposite directions (Rich 

et al. 2021). But what informs this process; what is it in particular about changing neighborhoods 

that is relevant for school choice? Below I summarize some of the findings on schools and 

various dimensions of neighborhoods. 

2.2.1.1 Racial Composition and Change 

Racial composition has historically been found to influence neighborhood preferences of 

Whites but is less important to other racial and ethnic groups (Krysan et al. 2009; Lewis et al. 

2011). These preferences contribute, at least partially, to residential segregation although the 

relationship is more complex than older theories such as neighborhood tipping would suggest 

(Bruch and Mare 2006; Hwang and McDaniel 2022). At the same time, patterns of residential 

composition and segregation are changing, although whether this is primarily the result of 

structural changes or if preferences are also changing is unclear (it is difficult to tease out 

preferences from behaviors, see Bruch and Mare 2006; Billingham and Hunt 2016). Whatever 

the causes, neighborhoods are becoming more racially diverse and since the racial composition 

of neighborhoods has historically been closely linked to the racial composition of schools 

(Reardon and Yun 2003; Clotfelter 2004; Frankenberg 2013), it is expected that the racial 

composition of schools would also change. This has not happened; therefore, some studies have 

looked at the role of racial composition within the school, separately from the neighborhood. 
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These studies find that racial composition of the school is very important for White parents 

(Saporito and Lareau 1999; Billingham and Hunt 2016; Hailey 2022) and that in some cases 

changes in the composition of the school appear to influence composition of the neighborhood, 

rather than the other way around (Weinstein 2016). There currently exists little research on the 

role of racial change in school choices. 

2.2.1.2 Socioeconomic Composition and Change 

Neighborhood segregation by socioeconomic status is growing, although this appears to 

be driven more by growth in inequality than shifts in neighborhood mobility patterns (Delmelle 

2016). Furthermore, the segregation of schools by socioeconomic status has also increased 

(Owens et al. 2014; Owens 2016) and while racial segregation is now greater across districts, the 

level of income segregation grew the most within districts (Owens et al. 2014). Additionally, 

race and class interact such that the level of school poverty relative to the neighborhood is 

greater in minority neighborhoods (Sohoni and Saporito 2009). And finally, Cuddy, Krysan and 

Lewis conducted interviews with working- and middle-class families and found that families had 

diverse strategies for considering schools and housing and these strategies were highly correlated 

with class (2020).  

More recently, scholars have looked at change in socioeconomic status rather than static 

compositional measures. Bischoff and Tach conducted a series of studies looking at 

neighborhood-level demographic change and local school enrollment demographics (2018; 

2020). They found that neighborhoods that were undergoing economic ascent were most likely to 

see a growing school racial enrollment gap (2018) indicating that parents in those neighborhoods 

were more likely to opt out of their local school. Further study found that this relationship was 

also affected by the starting level of social difference (defined as race and class differences) in 
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the neighborhood such that the greater the social distance the larger the enrollment gap (Bischoff 

and Tach 2020). Candipan also found that neighborhoods undergoing socioeconomic ascent saw 

a larger change in the White enrollment gap than other neighborhood types (2019). 

2.2.1.3 Stability 

Neighborhood change is often operationalized as a change in the composition of race, 

class or some combination of the two. It now seems clear that neighborhoods on average tend 

towards stability (Wei and Knox 2014) and that at least when compositional change happens it is 

typically slower and more stable than generally conceived of in the public imagination (Ellis et 

al. 2018) and neighborhood socioeconomic status in particular seems exceptionally durable 

(Sampson 2009; Delmelle 2016). Additionally, place attachment and social cohesion appear 

predictive of neighborhood stability (Temkin and Rohe 1998). And social networks (Bader et al. 

2019; Roberts and Lakes 2016) and institutional reputation (Knudson 2021) at the neighborhood 

level have been found to matter for school selection strategies. However, a number of researchers 

have started to question how change in social context might matter. One particular type of 

neighborhood where change is readily apparent is the gentrifying neighborhood. 

2.2.1.4 The particular case of gentrification 

Why do some public schools in gentrifying neighborhoods get invaded by incoming 

middle-class parents (Cucchiara 2013; Posey-Maddox 2014), while others are shunned in favor 

of starting a new charter school (Hankins 2007)? Or has the choice of neighborhood and school 

become increasingly disconnected (Candipan 2019; Pearman and Swain 2017)? Gentrification 

makes for an interesting study of neighborhood change because it typically includes change 

along the three previously mentioned dimensions: racial change, socioeconomic change, and the 

in and out-mobility of groups.  
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There is some evidence that gentrifiers are less likely to enroll in the local neighborhood 

school than parents in other neighborhoods, especially when there are nearby alternatives 

(Candipan 2020). Additionally, there could be qualitative differences between early gentrifiers 

and those who move in after the neighborhood has begun transitioning (Brown-Saracino 2009), 

with some evidence suggesting that longer residence in the neighborhood is associated with a 

greater chance of enrolling in the assigned school (Candipan 2020). On the other hand, it may be 

that gentrifiers have specifically sought out a diverse urban neighborhood and will opt into the 

local school (Mordechay and Ascue 2020). Some gentrifiers may even see this engagement with 

the local school as a sort of mission (Cucchiara 2013; Posey-Maddox 2014).  

One recent study found that having more local school choice options increases the 

likelihood of gentrification (Pearman and Swain 2017). The authors posit that for middle and 

upper-income families in urban areas, where there are lots of school choice options, parents 

choose schools and neighborhoods in entirely separate processes (2017). Mordechay and Ayscue 

(2020) found that the most recently gentrified neighborhoods in DC did have less segregated 

neighborhood schools, but the demographics of the local charter schools were not affected and 

remained highly segregated (Mordechay and Ayscue 2020). Meanwhile, Candipan’s nationally 

representative study utilizing NCES’s Common Core of data found that parents are more likely 

to opt out of the local school in gentrifying neighborhoods as compared to non-gentrifying 

neighborhoods (2019).  

2.3 Purpose of the Study 

This project seeks to address the following question: does neighborhood-level change 

affect the likelihood that parents enroll their child in the local school? Building upon prior work 

by Candipan (2019), this chapter uses newly available nationally representative survey data that 
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specifically asks about type of school the child attends, geocoded to neighborhoods. Her paper 

estimates the change in the White enrollment gap over time. However, my data allow me to not 

just estimate enrollment rates based on school-wide or neighborhood-level enrollment data, but 

to predict individual chances of enrollment. Furthermore, the data I use are more recent allowing 

me to see whether trends from 2008-2019 are similar to the trends identified by Candipan from 

2000-2010. And finally, I model my predictor variable of neighborhood change in a variety of 

ways to better understand which aspects of neighborhood change are most relevant to school 

enrollment as well as to address the call for more nuanced approaches to capturing neighborhood 

effects (Small and Feldman 2012; Sharkey and Faber 2014; Levy 2021). Using nationally 

representative data from the Parent and Family Involvement supplement to the National 

Household Education Survey linked to Census data, I test whether a change from 2008 to 2018 

in neighborhood sociodemographic makeup affects whether a given family chooses to enroll in 

their zoned school in 2019. Based on theories of social sorting, it could be that changes in 

neighborhood composition will impact the status of the neighborhood, leading to a shift in the 

perceptions and choices of individuals. On the other hand, neighborhoods trend towards stability, 

which could plausibly influence school enrollment towards stability as well. Therefore, I test 

whether stability, changes in neighborhood race/class composition, or a particular trajectory of 

change better explains local school enrollment. Given prior work on school enrollment in 

gentrifying neighborhoods (Pearman and Swain 2017; Bischoff and Tach 2018, 2020; Candipan 

2019, 2020) I predict that the greater the change in their neighborhood over the decade prior, the 

less likely parents will be to choose their local public school.  
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2.4 Data and Methods 

2.4.1 Data Sources 

This study utilizes Census data from the Neighborhood Change Database (Geolytics) and 

responses from the NHES survey Parent and Family Involvement in Education (PFI) 

supplement. The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) began the National Household 

Education Survey (NHES) program in 1991 to collect data directly from families that would 

supplement the data already collected from students and school personnel. This data is collected 

every three years from a nationally representative sample of parents of children (ages 3-20) 

enrolled in K-12 schools or homeschooling. The most recent data, being used in this analysis, are 

from 2019.  

The NHES is an address-based sample covering the 50 states and the District of 

Columbia and is conducted by the United States Census Bureau. PFI questionnaires are 

completed by a parent or guardian who knew about the sampled child. The total number of 

completed PFI questionnaires in 2019 was 16,446, with a response rate of 83.4% (NCES 2019). 

Starting in 2016, geocoded NHES data files, including information on school choice options, are 

available to approved researchers through the NCES restricted-use data license system. These 

files include geographic identifiers down to the census block group for the household’s 

residential neighborhood which allowed me to link the survey responses to the respondent’s 

census tract.  

The tract data used for this chapter comes from the Neighborhood Change Database 

(NCDB). The NCDB contains data from each decennial Census up to 2000 and the 2006-2010 

ACS data. This data has been weighted and reshaped so that census tract boundaries are 
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standardized to the year 2010. This makes comparisons across time and space easier for the 

purposes of social research (Geolytics). 

2.4.2 Variables 

2.4.2.1 Dependent variable 

The outcome variable is a dummy measure of whether or not the child was enrolled in 

their zoned public school in 2019. This variable is constructed from a series of questions on the 

PFI that ascertains whether the child attends a private or public school and whether the public 

school they attend is their assigned district school.  

2.4.2.2 Individual and family level variables 

Predictor variables include a number of theoretically significant family and individual 

level characteristics3 collected during the 2019 survey wave including 1) whether the primary 

parent is married, 2) whether the primary parent is employed, 3) whether the primary parent 

owns their home, 4) a categorical measure of the primary parent’s highest level of education, 5) a 

categorical measure of the total household income, 6) a categorical measure of the child’s 

race/ethnicity, and 7) the child’s sex. Additional controls include whether the school attended is 

the family’s top choice and whether the family moved to attend this school. 

2.4.2.3 Neighborhood variables 

Since my outcome measure is from 2019, I use the 10-year period from 2008 to 2018 to 

calculate my neighborhood change variables. The NCDB4 provides tract data harmonized to 

2010 boundaries for decennial census years (1990, 2000, 2010). Following prior research 

(Sharkey 2012; Crowder and South 2008), I use linear interpolation to estimate data for the 

 
3 Removed due to insignificance: parent’s immigration status and child’s number of siblings 
4 https://geolytics.com/products/normalized-data/neighborhood-change-database 
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intercensal years, 2008 and 2018. Any financial values are adjusted to 2019 dollars. The 

neighborhood change measures are calculated at the tract level and include 1) the percent change 

in adjusted median housing value, 2) the percent change in adjusted average household income, 

3) the percent change in the unemployment rate, 4) the percent change in number of adults with a 

college education, 5) the percent change in the proportion of White residents, 6) the percent 

change in the proportion of Black residents, 7) the percent change in the proportion of Hispanic 

residents, and 8) the percent change in new residents. These variables are selected based on their 

relevance to neighborhood effects theory and in particular I drew on concepts of racial change, 

socioeconomic change, and gentrification5 in identifying which neighborhood measures to 

include. 

Because race is highly salient for school choice but there exists little work on racial 

change and schools, I created four neighborhood racial change variables. And in order to 

compare and contrast with a similar approach using socioeconomic variables (Bischoff and Tach 

2018; Candipan 2019), I also created a three-part typology of socioeconomic change. The racial 

change typologies are 1) racial makeup is stable, defined as the majority racial group 

representing >50% remained the same from 2008 to 2018, 2) racial makeup is transforming, 

defined as the neighborhood shifted from majority one group to majority another group from 

2008 to 2018, 3) racial makeup is homogenizing, defined as the neighborhood went from a 

plurality of demographics to a majority of one group from 2008 to 2018 (where plurality is 

defined as at least 3 racial/ethnic groups represented and none had >50% representation), and 4) 

racial makeup is diversifying, defined as the neighborhood shifted from a majority of one group 

 
5I created several indices to better capture particular bundles of features that may be relevant, such as for 

gentrification. These indices were not significant and therefore are not included but will be made available upon 

request. 
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to a plurality between 2008 and 2018. The socioeconomic change typologies are based on first, 

averaging neighborhood change in household income and neighborhood change in adults with a 

college education into an SES index, and then, dividing this index into quartiles. The resulting 

typologies are: 1) socioeconomic makeup is stable, defined as the neighborhood remained in the 

same socioeconomic quartile in 2018 as in 2008 2) socioeconomic makeup is ascending, defined 

as the neighborhood moved up at least one quartile in socioeconomic status between 2008 and 

2018 and 3) socioeconomic makeup is descending, defined as the neighborhood moved down at 

least one quartile in socioeconomic status between 2008 and 2018.  

2.4.2.4 Covariates 

Modeling features of neighborhoods and schools run the risk of omitted variable bias. 

The addition of a fixed effect can help account for omitted variables (Woolridge 2000). After an 

attempt at using CBSA fixed effects was too colinear, I estimated state fixed effects to control 

for any unobserved differences by location that may affect the results such as the state’s school 

choice policy. Furthermore, I control for whether the respondent resided in an MSA as prior 

research has shown that school choice is predominately an urban phenomenon (Blagg and 

Chingos 2017). I also include the percent change in tract level population as both neighborhood 

and school characteristics may be dependent on population growth or decline (for example, see 

Owens 2012). Finally, I included 2008 housing value and household income as sensitivity checks 

to control for the shocks the housing market and broader U.S. economy was experiencing at that 

time. Results were substantively the same to those I present here. 

2.4.3 Analytic Strategy 

Using STATA, I estimated a series of logistic regressions predicting a binary measure of 

school enrollment (attends zoned school or no), based on measures of neighborhood change. I 



 

34 

 

began by estimating enrollment with well-established individual and household predictors with 

the goal of developing a baseline model. I then estimated several models to see whether 

neighborhood change impacts enrollment above and beyond these established predictors. I began 

with a bd series of regressions using linear measures of change from 2008-2018 including 

change over time in census tract racial makeup, change over time in census tract socioeconomic 

makeup, and change over time in census tract average housing value. I then ran a separate series 

of regressions using my neighborhood change typologies to predict school enrollment. The 

purpose of this approach is to attempt to identify which aspects of neighborhood change are most 

relevant for school enrollment.  

2.5 Results 

Table 1 describes the sample under investigation. The sample has been weighted with 

population weights provided by survey administrators. The weighted sample is 49% White, 25% 

Hispanic, 13.5% Black, 6% Asian or Pacific Islander and 6% Other Race, which includes Native 

Americans, Multi-racial individuals and all other racial categories. The sample is 48% female 

and 52% male. 64% of respondents own their home, 77% of respondents report the primary 

parent is employed, 48% of the sample reports the primary parent having a high school degree or 

less while 52% report the primary parent has some amount of higher education or training. 71% 

of the sample reports the primary parent as married. 17% of the sample has a total household 

income of less than $30,000/year. While 45% report an annual household income between 

$30,000 and $100,000 per year and 38% report an annual household income greater than 

$100,000 per year. Finally, 75% of the sample report attending their assigned public school and 

17.5% state they moved specifically to attend this school. 79% of the sample report that the 

school they attend is their first choice.  
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Table 1 Sample Statistics (N=16,446) 
 Mean / % SD 

Individual Measures (2019 PFI) 

Attends Assigned School (1=yes) 74.65%  

Is this your first choice school? (1=yes) 78.7%  

Moved to attend this school? (1=yes) 17.5%  

Child’s Grade 5.8 3.7 

Child’s Sex (1=male) 51.58%  

Child race/ethnicity (1=White) 48.8%  

  Black 13.6%  

  Hispanic 25.2%  

  API 5.99%  

  Other race or multiple races 6.33%  

Family Measures (2019 PFI)   

Parent married (1=yes) 70.79%  

Parent education (1=no HS) 12.28%  

  High School Diploma/GED 35.44%  

  Assoc., Vo-tech cert./some college 12.09%  

  Bachelor’s degree 25.47%  

  Graduate Education 14.72%  

Parent employed (1=yes) 77.1%  

Parent owns home (1=yes) 63.8%  

Total HH Income (1≤ 30k) 17.18%  

  30k-60k 22.02%  

  60k-100k 23.10%  

  100k-250k 30.88%  

  ≥ 250k 6.81%  

Neighborhood Measures (2008-2018 NCDB)   

Percent Δ Median Housing Value 19.79 19.57 

Percent Δ Avg Household Income 1.14 12.77 

Percent Δ Unemployment Rate 30.65 48.18 

Percent Δ Adults with College Education 11.34 28.54 

Percent Δ share Non-Hispanic White -16.71 28.16 

Percent Δ share Non-Hispanic Black 26.09 49.82 

Percent Δ share Hispanic 39.88 38.67 

Percent Δ Tract Population 15.43 31.89 

Percent New Residents 30.76 .1932 

Metro (1=yes) 95.31%  

Racial composition (1=stable) 85.67%  

  Transforming 1.56%  

  Homogenizing 5.12%  

  Diversifying 7.65%  

Socioeconomic composition (1=stable) 80.6%  

  Ascending 9.81%  

  Descending 9.58%  

Sampling weights provided by the PFI have been applied. 

All financial variables have been adjusted to 2019 $ 
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Regarding the neighborhood measures, overall, the neighborhoods in this sample saw an 

increase in population from 2008-2018. There was an increase in average household income and 

median housing value but also an increase in the unemployment rate. The sampled 

neighborhoods on average experienced growth across this time period in every racial/ethnic 

group except for non-Hispanic White, which decreased by roughly 17%. In particular, the 

proportion non-Hispanic Black grew by 26% and the proportion Hispanic grew by 40%. 85% of 

the neighborhoods maintained the same racial makeup across the decade and 80% maintained the 

same socioeconomic makeup. This supports prior work showing that stability of neighborhoods 

is the norm (Sampson 2009; Delmelle 2016; Ellis et al. 2018). 

Table 2 Logistic Regressions Predicting Public School Enrollment with Individual and 

Neighborhood Measures (N=16,446) 
 Model 1: 

Individual 

Measures 

 

 

  or                  (se) 

Model 2: 

Individual and 

Neighborhood 

Measures 

 

   or                 (se) 

Model 3:  

Neighborhood 

SES Change 

typology 

 

   or                 (se) 

Model 4: 

Neighborhood 

Racial Change 

typology 

 

   or                   (se) 

Individual Measures              

Move for school? (1=yes) 5.00 *** .502 4.91 *** .494 4.92 *** .495 4.91 *** .494 

Child’s Grade 1.03 *** .008 1.03 *** .008 1.03 *** .008 1.03 *** .008 

Child’s Sex (1=male) .935  .052 .939  .052 .939  .052 .939  .052 

Child race/ethn (1=White)             

  Black .950  .103 1.05  .113 1.04  .112 1.05  .113 

  Hispanic 1.11  .089 1.19 * .099 1.19 * .098 1.19 * .098 

  API 1.26  .179 1.31  .180 1.30  .180 1.33 * .181 

  Other or multiple races 1.22  .124 1.24 * .125 1.23 * .125 1.25 * .126 

Family Measures              

Parent married (1=yes) .825 ** .059 .820 ** .059 .821 ** .059 .822 ** .059 

Parent education (1=no HS)             

  HS Diploma/GED .957  .132 .931  .127 .932  .127 .946  .129 

  Assoc./Cert./some college .898  .133 .869  .127 .871  .127 .879  .129 

  Bachelor’s degree .671 * .098 .642 ** .092 .646 ** .093 .652 ** .094 

  Graduate Education .601 ** .093 .578 *** .087 .581 *** .088 .587 *** .089 

Parent employed (1=yes) 1.14  .084 1.15  .085 1.15  .085 1.15  .085 

Parent owns home (1=yes) 1.03  .076 1.00  .073 1.01  .074 .994  .074 

Total HH Income (1≤ 30k)             

  30k-60k .961  .105 .946  .103 .948  .104 .943  .103 

  60k-100k .899  .107 .867  .102 .871  .103 .869  .102 

  100k-250k .773 * .094 .729 * .089 .737 * .091 .736 * .090 

  ≥ 250k .495 *** .069 .465 *** .066 .473 *** .067 .465 *** .066 

Locational Controls              

Metro (1=yes)    .807  .132 .801  .130 .806  .132 
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Δ Tract Population ‘08-‘18    1.00 *** .001 1.00 *** .001 1.00 *** .001 

Neighborhood Measures             

% Δ Median House Value    .995 ** .002 .996 * .002 .995 ** .002 

% Δ Avg Household Inc    1.00  .003    1.00  .003 

% Δ Unemployment Rate    1.00 ** .000 1.00 ** .001 1.00 ** .0006 

% Δ Adults w/ College Edu    1.00  .001    1.00  .001 

% Δ Non-Hispanic White    1.00  .001 1.00  .001    

% Δ Non-Hispanic Black    1.00  .000 1.00  .001    

% Δ Hispanic    .999  .001 .999  .001    

Stability (% new residents)    .605 ** .095 .599 ** .094 .623 ** .098 

Neighborhood typologies             

Racial comp (1=stable)             

  Transforming          .646 * .125 

  Homogenizing          .966  .128 

  Diversifying          .793 * .085 

SES comp (1=stable)             

  Ascending       1.07  .100    

  Descending       1.12  .105    

Constant 3.86 1.08 *** 5.58 1.84 *** 5.62 1.84 *** 5.40 1.77 ** 

Model fit statistics (AIC or 

BIC) 

 5.55e+07 5.55e+07 5.54e+07 

All four models include state fixed effects and sampling weights. 

Model 1 tests the correlation between several theoretically relevant individual and 

household variables and the outcome of interest, attending the assigned public school. Results 

are largely consistent with prior research. For instance, higher levels of parental education are 

associated with a lower chance of attending the assigned public school (Sikkink and Emerson 

2008). This is also true with regards to household income, as households move into successive 

income categories, they are less likely to attend the local school (Candipan 2019). The other 

significant variables in this model are whether the parent is married; if so, families are slightly 

more likely to enroll in their local school. By far the largest predictor was a family moving to 

specifically attend this school, in which case they were nearly 5 times more likely to be enrolled 

in that school.  

 I next add in the neighborhood measures to see if neighborhood change affects the 

chances of enrolling above and beyond individual and family factors (see Model 2). All of the 

individual and household measures maintain their significance. However, some of the newly 

added variables do appear to contribute to the model. Results indicate that as a neighborhood’s 
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unemployment rate went up, families were more likely to enroll in their local school. 

Alternatively, as neighborhood average household income increases, likelihood of enrollment 

goes down. Also, the child’s race/ethnicity as Hispanic or Other becomes significant in the 

positive direction. Finally, high rates of new residents lead to a significant decline in odds of 

enrolling. Given prior research (Candipan 2019), it makes sense that in a neighborhood with a 

large influx of new residents, people may be more hesitant to give the local school a shot 

whereas the flip side of this equation suggests that perhaps in a more stable neighborhood there 

may be more comfort and trust with the local school (Pattillo 2013). However, it could also be a 

spurious relationship capturing something about the growing number of school choice options in 

recent years or about the types of people who are moving into these rapidly changing 

neighborhoods.  

Models 3 and 4 test the predictive power of my neighborhood change typologies. These 

typologies were developed for two reasons. First, given the complexity of neighborhood change, 

a simultaneous analysis may be more appropriate than a linear approach. And second, prior work 

on neighborhood effects suggests there are pathways or trajectories of bundled features, unsuited 

for linear analysis. Surprisingly the SES typology was not significant. Given prior work by 

Bischoff and Tach (2020) and Candipan (2020), I expected to find a change in the 

neighborhood’s SES status to matter for neighborhood school enrollment. Given that in both of 

these studies the sample size is smaller, and Bischoff and Tach’s SES variable is similarly 

constructed to mine, the only explanation I can offer is that my study covered a different time 

period. My study covered the years 2008-2018, during which the country was undergoing a 

recovery from the great recession and average household socioeconomic status improved, 

compared to the 2000-2010 period included in the previous studies (U.S. Census Bureau).  
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On the other hand, my measures of neighborhood racial change were significant. For 

example, when the racial makeup of the neighborhood remained stable from 2008-2018, families 

were more likely to enroll in the local public school compared to if the neighborhood was 

transforming or diversifying. When the neighborhood racial makeup diversified from any racial 

majority to a plurality of racial/ethnic groups, families were 20% less likely to enroll in the 

zoned school compared to families in stable neighborhoods. And, when the neighborhood was 

transforming, moving from one majority to a different racial majority, chances of enrolling in the 

local school dropped to 65% compared to stable neighborhoods. This comports with Bischoff 

and Tach’s findings that neighborhoods with greater social distance between groups by race and 

class tend to have lower rates of White enrollment and that this relationship is stronger in 

majority Black neighborhoods as compared to moderately diverse neighborhoods (2018). Since 

at least Freeman’s 2009 work on gentrification, it has appeared that some urban neighborhoods 

are more stably diverse and when they gentrify, they gentrify slowly, while others change much 

more quickly (see Nyden et al. 1997; Hipp and Kim 2021). It is possible that the difference 

between diversifying and transforming neighborhoods I have captured is about rate of change, 

which may also relate to the particular racial mix and the urban racial context, and that this may 

be relevant to how people experience neighborhood change. 

2.6 How Neighborhood Change Matters 

Building on prior work examining neighborhood change and schools, this study examines 

the role of change across the socio-spatial dimensions of neighborhoods by asking what types of 

neighborhood change matter most when choosing a school and for whom. This chapter utilized 

newly available national survey data from a nested sampling of families within schools within 

localities and linked to tract level Census data. This allowed me to estimate the effect of census 
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tract or neighborhood level changes over a 10-year period from 2008 to 2018 on the likelihood of 

enrolling in the zoned public school in 2019. Although linear measures of change in the tract’s 

median housing value and the tract’s unemployment rate predicted the chances of enrolling in the 

local school, the neighborhood change trajectories were much stronger predictors of school 

choice. For instance, when the neighborhood’s racial composition was stable between 2008 and 

2018, families were 35% more likely to choose the locally zoned school in 2019 compared to 

families in transforming neighborhoods (where the neighborhood moved from one majority to a 

different racial majority). And, families in stable neighborhoods were 21% more likely to choose 

the locally zoned school compared to families in diversifying neighborhoods (where the 

neighborhood diversified from a racial majority (of any racial group) to a plurality where no 

racial group represented greater than 50% of the tract). 

This seems to indicate that it is not just a matter of neighborhood change versus stability 

that matters for school choice, but the particular way the neighborhood is changing. While few 

studies have examined neighborhood change and school enrollment, those that have tend to find 

that socioeconomically ascending neighborhoods have greater enrollment gaps (Candipan 2019; 

Bischoff and Tach 2020). Furthermore, a related study uncovered the relationship between 

neighborhood tenure and school enrollment similar to the findings here (Candipan 2020). What 

this study contributes is an extension of this work to address the role of increasing racial 

diversity in American cities. 

 It appears that when a recognizable shift in the demographics of the neighborhood occurs, 

families do make different choices about schools. However, there also appear to be a few other 

significant variables at play. For instance, families who moved specifically to attend that school 

were likely to enroll regardless of neighborhood change. And neighborhoods with fewer new 
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residents (moving in in the last five years) had more families attending the local school, again 

controlling for neighborhood change. This suggests that there are multiple pathways to enrolling 

in the local school: 1) housing choice as school choice 2) familiarity through length of residence 

may improve trust in local institutions 3) newcomers who are perhaps less knowledgeable about 

the local school may be more sensitive to social dynamics such as the opinions of casual 

acquaintances who share a similar social position (Bader et al. 2019), the school’s racial makeup 

(Ispa-Landa and Conwell 2015) or the school reputation (Roda and Wells 2013). Finally, racial 

identity is an important lens through which notions of institutional trust, social networks, 

compositional effects and reputations are likely filtered. Therefore, I aim to further examine the 

role of racial differences in the social dynamics of neighborhoods in the process of school 

choice.  

2.7 Limitations and Future Research 

Future research can further explore and refine these initial findings. For instance, a 

principal component analysis or k-cluster approach to defining the neighborhood categories 

would confirm the analytic usefulness of my neighborhood change typology (Wei and Knox 

2014; Delmelle 2017; Candipan 2019). Additional controls at the MSA level may also be 

appropriate such as metro-level measures of racial and socioeconomic segregation or whether the 

city is a “global” city (Sassen 2001). Additionally, the impact of neighborhood on school choice 

may also vary by race, age, length of residence in the neighborhood and other individual level 

variables. For instance, a young single professional who moves into a neighborhood may not 

care about the schools, but how she feels about the local schools may develop as a result of the 

neighborhood around her. In the same way a family newly arrived to this country may not know 
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about the local school options but over time their impressions of the schools may change through 

experience or the development of social networks. Future research could test these interactions.  

This chapter also raises new questions that are better suited to a smaller spatial scale. For 

example, when do gentrifying parents decide that the local school is to be avoided and when they 

decide it is an acceptable option? How do middle and upper-class non-White families make a 

decision about schools in a gentrifying neighborhood? How much do these families depend on 

what their neighbors or friends are doing to guide their choices? Does the specific history of the 

neighborhood matter? To prepare to address these questions, I analyze the racial makeup of 

Atlanta Public Schools as compared to their attendance zone in my next chapter. My goal is to 

identify within the context of a growing, gentrifying, diversifying and increasingly expensive 

city, how these changes at the neighborhood level are reflected (or not) in the local school. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3 THE NEIGHBORHOOD-SCHOOL RACE ENROLLMENT GAP IN ATLANTA 

3.1 Introduction 

Because the drivers of school choice likely vary across context, in addition to a national-

level analysis, this chapter zooms in on one specific context – the city of Atlanta. The ultimate 
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purpose of this chapter is to provide a general picture of the racial dynamics in Atlanta 

neighborhoods and schools while also providing a backdrop for my analysis of parent interviews 

in Chapter 4. I begin by providing some background and contextual information on Atlanta and 

Atlanta Public Schools (APS). I next use APS school enrollment data paired with Census data to 

calculate neighborhood-school gaps by race/ethnicity. The neighborhood-school gap is a 

comparison between the proportion by race of school-aged children ages 5-17 in a given school 

attendance zone and the enrollment proportion by race in the neighborhood school. In other 

words, it is comparing the racial representation in the neighborhood to the racial representation 

in the school in that neighborhood. This allows us to see which racial groups are overrepresented 

or underrepresented in a given school relative to their representation in the attendance zone. The 

gap is calculated both as a difference, which I refer to as the composition gap, and as a ratio, 

which I refer to as the comparative gap. I then compare the gaps to characterize the current state 

of neighborhood-school segregation in Atlanta. I also use the gaps to identify the neighborhoods 

in which I conduct my qualitative study of parents and school choice.  

Atlanta is a useful context to study at this moment in time as the most recent census 

shows. The South has grown rapidly in recent decades and is now home to 38% of the U.S. 

population (Census 2020). Meanwhile the 29 counties that make up the Atlanta MSA continue to 

grow and are increasingly diverse (Gurwitt 2010; Frey 2020) even as the city itself is rapidly 

gentrifying both in terms of race and class (Brummet and Reed 2019; Maciag 2015). And 

although Atlanta has a reputation based on interracial harmony (Hobson 2017), it also has a 

complicated racial history (Kruse 2005). However, the cities that have historically been the focus 

of the segregation, mobility, and neighborhood change literatures are concentrated in the 

Northeast and Midwest despite the fact that these regions are losing population (Census 2020).  



 

44 

 

3.2 History of Atlanta Public Schools 

The Atlanta Public School system was established by the Atlanta City Council in 1872 

with 3 grammar schools and 2 high schools for White students joining 2 schools for “Negro” 

students, which were opened in 1866 by the Freedman’s Bureau (www.atlantapublicschools.us). 

By 1950 Atlanta City schools, as they were called at the time, had a White enrollment of almost 

32,000 and a Black enrollment of almost 19,000 in a system still formally segregated. 1961 saw 

the beginnings of integration when the “Atlanta 9,” nine high school seniors chosen from a class 

of 132, integrated the White high schools. Like many school systems, Atlanta experienced a 

prolonged period of integration. Throughout the 1960s Atlanta made steps towards integration 

with the reassignment of teachers across the school district, but it wasn’t until the 1973 Atlanta 

Compromise that the student body fully integrated. It was also during this period of the late 

1960s to early 1970s that Atlanta Public School enrollment was at its peak; it reached 109,664 

students in 1970. This growth was largely due to an enormous increase in Black enrollment, 

which more than tripled from 1950 to 1970 from 18,972 to 70,296. However, White enrollment 

hit its peak in the previous decade of the late 1950s to early 1960s when the system reached a 

maximum White enrollment of 54,530 in 1960. See Figure 1 below.  

http://www.atlantapublicschools.us/
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Figure 1 Chart of APS Enrollment by Black and White Race, 1950-20206 

3.3 Atlanta Neighborhoods and Enrollment Trends Today 

More recent decades have seen a small reverse in these trends. Despite still representing 

72% of APS students, Black total enrollment has been trending down since the 1970s and the 

percentage of Black students has trended down since the 1990s when over 90% of the district’s 

enrollment was Black. At the same time, White enrollment has been steadily increasing since its 

lowest point in 1996-1997 when White enrollment was 6%. White students now comprise 16% 

of the APS student body. Although their populations are still too small to register on the graph 

above, the largest changes in recent decades are among Hispanic and Multi-racial students. 

Hispanic enrollment roughly doubled from 2% to 4% from the mid-1990s to the mid-2000s and 

doubled again to 8% by 2018. While the percentage of the student body which identifies as 

Multi-racial remains small, it is now the fourth largest ethnic-racial group in APS. The total 

 
6 Source: Georgia DOE enrollment reports found at https://app3.doe.k12.ga.us/ows-

bin/owa/fte_pack_ethnicsex.entry_form 
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number of Multi-racial students increased 10-fold from 1994 to 2020. This matches a similar 

change in the nation and Atlanta’s demographics (Frey 2021). Overall APS enrollment has been 

trending up since its lowest point in 2009. The White enrollment drop beginning in the 1960s 

and continuing through the 1980s most likely reflects the response to integration as families 

either left the city for the suburbs or removed their children from the public schools. While the 

motivations may be different, the APS enrollment drop among Black students from the 1980s to 

the late 2000s is likely also driven by a combination of families leaving the city along with the 

introduction of charter schools and other forms of school choice. Although the Black population 

has continued to grow, much of the growth in the Atlanta MSA has been in neighboring counties 

rather than the city center (Immergluck 2022). 

From 2012-2014, APS underwent a redistricting process. This process was based on a 

2010 forecast study conducted by the district which showed enrollment in the south dropping 

while neighborhoods to the north and east were growing (Atlanta Public Schools 2010). 

However, some viewed these changes to also be an attempt to clean up the district’s image after 

the cheating scandal of 20097 (Davis et al. 2019; Henry 2012). At the time, the city had 53 

elementary schools, 12 middle schools, 2 single gender academies and 21 high schools (many of 

these high schools were “school within a school” academies housed within the same building). 

The district also offered 4 alternative programs. As a direct result of the redistricting process, 7 

schools were closed, almost all of them in majority Black neighborhoods. Since the 2012-2014 

redistricting, other schools have also closed. Based on my count from 2010 to 2015, 13 

elementary schools, 5 middle schools, and 1 high school plus almost all of the “school within a 

school” academies were either closed, renamed or merged with other schools. Figure 2 depicts 

 
7 See (https://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/blogpost/post/aps-atlanta-public-schools-embroiled-in-cheating-

scandal/2011/07/11/gIQAJl9m8H_blog.html) for more details 
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the schools and 9 zones or clusters in APS from 2015-2016. The clusters each contain one high 

school and one middle school with about 5-8 neighborhood-based elementary schools. 

 

Figure 2 Map of Atlanta Public School Clusters, 2015-20168 

3.4 Calculating Neighborhood-School Gaps 

To date there are only a small number of studies that have calculated some form of the 

neighborhood-school gap. Most of this research borrows heavily from Saporito, Sohoni and 

colleagues’ original work (2006; 2007; 2009). Saporito et al. made use of what was then known 

 
8 Source: Atlanta Independent School System Fiscal Year 2016 Official Budget  
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as SABINS (now SABS) and GIS technology to link school attendance zone maps to Census 

block group data (2007). Candipan utilizes Saporito’s SABINs dataset linked to CCD, ACS and 

Private School Survey (PSS) data to conduct her 2019 study investigating the neighborhood-

school gap relationship to availability of school choice options and neighborhood socioeconomic 

ascent. She finds that as school choice options nearby increase and as a neighborhood is 

experiencing socioeconomic ascent, the neighborhood-school gap grows (Candipan 2019). 

Candipan revisits these questions of gentrification and school choice using a similar 

methodology, this time with the PSID as her data-source (2020). Because of the longitudinal 

nature of the PSID, she is also able to consider variation by length of residence in the 

neighborhood, where she finds that gentrifiers who have been in the neighborhood longer are 

less likely to opt out of public schools than more newly arrived residents (Candipan 2020).  

Additionally, there are two studies from Bischoff and Tach (2018; 2020) who also make 

use of Saporito’s approach. In the first study, they examine a measure of social distance at the 

neighborhood level (a more racially diverse and socioeconomically unequal neighborhood has 

greater social distance) and whether this predicts the neighborhood-school gap. They also 

consider the role of local school options, similar to Candipan (2019) and using the same data 

sources. They find that the more social distance in a neighborhood the less the school reflects its 

neighborhood, especially when there are also nearby school choice options (2018) and that 

neighborhoods undergoing socioeconomic ascent were more likely to see the racial gap grow 

(2020).  

Finally, there are several related studies worth mentioning even though they do not 

calculate the neighborhood-school gap as defined above. First, there is a study from Pearman that 

asks whether neighborhood gentrification is related to a change over time in local school 
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demographics (2020) in which he found that school enrollment declined in gentrifying 

neighborhoods and that this decline was larger when the gentrifiers were White. Secondly, 

there’s a study from the Urban Institute which looks at how much the composition of a given 

school contributes to an overall measure of school system dissimilarity (Monarrez et al. 2019). 

The measurement they derive, the Segregation Contribution Index, can be used to identify which 

particular schools in a given system are the most relatively segregated, accounting for the 

district’s racial makeup. They find that most schools reflect their neighborhood fairly closely, but 

about 1/3 of schools in the sample had a more than 10 percentage point difference between the 

neighborhood and school. And when the school was in an already racially imbalanced 

neighborhood, that school or schools drove most of the system level segregation (Monarrez et al. 

2019). There is also a neighborhood-school gap dataset hosted at the National Neighborhood 

Data Archive (NaNDA), but to my knowledge no papers have been published with the data yet.  

3.5 Data and Methods  

3.5.1 Creating the dataset 

I created a unique data set that links school enrollment demographics from the Atlanta 

Public School system with the neighborhood demographics from each school’s catchment area. 

Both original data sources are publicly available: APS school enrollment files can be found on 

the APS website as well as on the Georgia DOE website and Census data can be found at 

data.census.gov. I used the ACS 5-year estimate from 2016, selecting all tracts from DeKalb and 

Fulton Counties where APS is located. To link the two data sources together I utilized the 

National Center for Education Statistics’ (NCES) School Attendance Boundary Survey (SABS) 

of 2015-2016, which is the most recently available year. These data come as a shapefile for use 

in GIS software and provide the geographic boundaries as well as other geographic and school-
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related attributes for tens of thousands of school catchment areas or attendance zones throughout 

the country. Since my analysis is of Atlanta Public Schools, I first reduced the file by selecting 

on the NCES system ID to identify only schools within the APS system. I then downloaded the 

2015 TIGER/line files for the State of Georgia provided by the U.S. Census. This file provides a 

geoid allowing for the linkage between Census tract-level data and other geographic data, such 

as the SABs file, within a GIS system. Once the SABs file and the TIGER/line files were 

uploaded to ArcGIS, I was able to 1) identify the centroid of all census tracts in Georgia 2) select 

all centroids that fell within an APS school attendance boundary 3) clip the remaining centroids 

leaving me with a map of census tract centroids that were within APS boundaries.  

Unfortunately, many administrative boundaries do not necessarily match up. That is the 

case for school attendance boundaries and Census tracts. However, based on prior work, there 

are several methods for determining how to link the SABS shape files to ACS or Census data. 

Some have used a weighting process (Candipan 2019) others have used the school’s latitude and 

longitude to assign each tract to the physically closest school (Monarrez et al. 2019) and yet 

others have calculated multiple geographies for each school using census block groups and then 

took a median value (Gomez-Lopez et al. 2022). I took yet a fourth approach by assigning each 

census tract to a school by identifying which school attendance boundary the tract centroid fell 

within. I then populated a table within ArcGIS that attached the Census tract-level data to the 

SABS attendance zone the tract primarily was located within. I did this three times with the 

elementary school boundaries, middle school boundaries and high school boundaries and then 

exported these three tables as CSV files. Finally, I merged these files on the NCES ID with a file 

from the APS website that includes biannual reports on enrollment numbers by race, gender, and 

grade-level. These reports are created every October and March; I used the file from March 2016 
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as I felt the enrollment for the year was likely more settled at the end, rather than the beginning, 

of a school year.  

3.5.2 Measurement 

The resulting data file contains each APS school with its enrollment count by 

race/ethnicity alongside the combined racial group estimates from all census tracts whose 

centroid fell within that school’s SAB. In an attempt to most closely match the potential school 

population to the actual school population, I used the 2016 ACS estimates of all children ages 5-

17 by race. I then collapsed or dropped some of the racial groups resulting in Black, White, 

Hispanic, Multi-racial (what the source data calls “two or more races”), and Asian-Pacific 

Islander (API). API is a collapse of Asians and Pacific Islanders for the purposes of sample size. 

The American Indian and Other categories were left out of the analyses; American Indians due to 

the small sample size (total APS enrollment was 53 students in 2016) and Other due to the 

conceptual difficulty of determining what a segregation analysis of ‘Other’ really means.  

I next calculated proportions of each of these four racial groups within the school and 

within the cluster. At the middle and high school level, these are effectively the same. For 

sample size reasons and ease of comparison, I summed up the elementary proportions by zone so 

as to provide a zone-level gap for each school type. My final step was to calculate the school-

neighborhood composition gap and school-neighborhood comparative gap for each racial group. 

Several other studies calculated a single gap, typically the difference in the White proportion of 

neighborhood children to White students in the local school and used the gap as a dependent 

variable in regression analyses (Candipan 2019; Bischoff and Tach 2020).  This differs slightly 

from the method preferred by Saporito, Sohoni and colleagues who typically compared the 

Dissimilarity Index from the neighborhood to the Dissimilarity Index from the school (2006; 
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2007; 2016). The equations I use are based on those developed as part of the National 

Neighborhood Data Archive project at the Inter-University Consortium for Political and Social 

Research (Gomez-Lopez et al. 2022). The equations and further discussion of each measure are 

below: 

Composition 𝐺𝑎𝑝(𝑋)  = SCHLenrollment(𝑋) ⁄SCHLenrollment(𝑇𝑜𝑡𝑎𝑙)− Nepopulation(𝑋)⁄Nepopulation(𝑇𝑜𝑡𝑎𝑙) 

Where the gap, for any racial group (x) at any given school, is equal to the proportion of 

racial group (x) within the school minus the proportion of racial group (x) within the school 

zone, defined as the census tracts whose centroids fall within the school zone boundary. The 

composition gap is simply the school race proportion minus the neighborhood race proportion. It 

can be positive (the racial group is over-represented in the school compared to the neighborhood 

it draws from) or negative (the racial group is under-represented in the school compared to the 

neighborhood it draws from).  

Where possible, I also calculated a comparative gap as: 

                               

Comparative Gap(𝑋)     =          
 

Where the ratio comparing the proportion of any given racial group (x) in the school to the 

proportion of the racial group (x) in the neighborhood is equal to the racial group’s school 

enrollment proportion divided by the group’s neighborhood proportion. The comparative gap is a 

ratio of school race proportion/neighborhood race proportion allowing for an easier comparison 

of the relative size of the gap. 

SCHLenrollment(𝑋) ⁄SCHLenrollment(𝑇𝑜𝑡𝑎𝑙) 

Nepopulation(𝑋)⁄Nepopulation(𝑇𝑜𝑡𝑎𝑙) 
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3.6 Results 

3.6.1 APS Elementary School-Neighborhood Race Gaps 

 Table 3 shows the composition and comparative gap for each racial group across all 

elementary schools in APS in 2016. At first glance, the composition gaps for Hispanic, Asian 

Pacific Islander and Multi-racial are fairly small, however a single factor ANOVA indicates that 

these differences are significant. But the comparative gaps for these groups, especially for 

Hispanic and Multi-racial students, are sizable. Once again, a single factor ANOVA test was run, 

and the differences are significant. To sum up, the difference between any given racial group 

living within cluster boundaries and those attending the cluster’s elementary schools is rather 

small, but still significant. However, when the gap is calculated as a ratio, the differences 

become much more apparent. This is partially due to the overall size of the racial groups. When 

the group is small, even the difference of just a few students can translate to a significant 

proportion of the group. That is why the comparative gaps are helpful. Despite the growing 

diversity of the system, the overall story of segregation in APS very much reflects the typical 

urban system in which Black and Hispanic students are overenrolled relative to their population 

and White students are underenrolled relative to their population.  
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Table 3 2016 Atlanta Public Schools Elementary School Enrollment, Average Race 

Group Proportions and Neighborhood-Enrollment Gaps 

 

To provide yet another way to visualize the gap, I next prepared a choropleth map for the 

White, Black and Hispanic composition gaps at the Elementary zone level (see Figure 3). API 

and Multi-racial populations are not included here because they make up a very small percentage 

of total enrollment and less data make the maps easier to read and compare. The very lightest and 

very darkest colors represent the larger gaps: lighter means underenrolled compared to the 

neighborhood and darker means overenrolled compared to the neighborhood. Right away it is 

clear that the elementary schools in Jackson stick out as Black students being heavily 

overenrolled. Furthermore, it appears that the White and Black enrollment gaps are nearly 

inverse of one another while the Hispanic gap follows a slightly different pattern. 

APS Elementary Schools 

White Black Hispanic API 

Multi-

racial 

School Enrollment 

Proportion (A) 

0.15 0.75 0.07 0.01 0.02 

Neighborhood Population 

Proportion (B) 

0.16 0.73 0.05 0.01 0.03 

Composition Gap (A-B) -0.03 0.04 0.01 0.00 -0.01 

Comparative Gap (A/B) 0.35 1.50 1.48 0.37 0.63 
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Figure 3 Map of Elementary Cluster-level Neighborhood-School Gaps for White, Black 

and Hispanic Students 

 

Again, Atlanta is a historically Black mecca with a rapidly gentrifying city center all 

within an incredibly diverse and still growing metro region. So, it is useful to consider not just 

whether there is a racial gap between a particular school and its neighborhood, but also where in 

the city these schools with enrollment gaps are located. For instance, only one elementary school 

is overenrolled White by more than 10%. This school is located in a heavily privileged area on 

the Eastside of town. However, almost all of the schools with any kind of gap over 10% are 

located to the North and East of downtown, which happen to be the whiter and wealthier parts of 

town. There are a few notable exceptions where there is an overrepresentation of Hispanic 

students in a few schools on the Westside and to the South. Additionally, one school to the West 

of downtown is overenrolled Black by more than 10%. This school serves the neighborhood that 
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has only begun to gentrify more recently, thanks to its proximity to a large-scale redevelopment 

project called the Beltline.  

The schools with extreme gaps, which I have determined to be 20% or greater of any 

racial group, fall into two main categories. First are schools with an overrepresentation of 

Hispanic students. Of the five schools that had at least a 10% overenrollment of Hispanic 

students, 4 of them actually had a greater than 20% overenrollment of Hispanic students. These 

schools are distributed across the city, but mostly occur outside of the city center and are 

particularly concentrated in the North Atlanta cluster. The other type of school with an extreme 

gap follows the pattern of underenrolled White students and overenrolled Black students. These 

hypersegregated schools are almost exclusively in the Jackson cluster to the eastside, where 

aggressive gentrification has been happening over the last several decades. 

3.6.2  APS Middle School-Neighborhood Race Gaps 

Table 4 shows the APS composition gap and the comparative gap for each racial group 

averaged across all middle schools in APS. The biggest difference from elementary school is the 

drop in White enrollment and the growth in Black enrollment. As a result, the White and Black 

gaps are larger in middle school than in elementary school. When we look at the comparative 

gaps, we can especially see the shift in White enrollment as the ratio goes from 76% (in 

elementary) to 55% (in middle school). In other words, in 2016 the elementary enrollment of 

White students was 76% of what would be expected based on the neighborhood population while 

that percentage drops to 55% for middle school. Looking at Table 4 we can also see that Black 

students on average are overrepresented by about 1.2 times their proportion in the district while 

Hispanic students on average are overrepresented at 1.5 times their overall proportion. By the 
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time they reach middle school, White, API, and Multi-racial students are underrepresented in 

local schools by about half compared to their neighborhood proportion. 

Table 4 2016 Atlanta Public Schools Middle School Enrollment, Average Race Group 

Proportions and Neighborhood-Enrollment Gaps 

Values represent cluster-level averages of 10 middle schools nested within 9 clusters. 

The map of the middle school gaps is also enlightening (see Figure 4). Here the widening 

of the White and Black gap from Elementary to Middle school is visible in that now North 

Atlanta and Jackson are heavily underenrolled by White students and the North Atlanta, 

Midtown and Jackson clusters are all heavily overenrolled by Black students while North Atlanta 

is heavily overenrolled by Hispanic students. The smaller gaps to the south and west of the city 

are at least in part attributable to the fact that those neighborhoods are overwhelmingly Black, so 

while the neighborhood-school enrollment gaps are smaller, those students could in no way be 

considered integrated within the city or APS at large. 

APS Middle Schools 

White Black Hispanic API 

Multi-

racial 

School Enrollment 

Proportion (A) 

0.14 0.74 0.09 0.01 0.01 

Neighborhood Population 

Proportion (B) 

0.25 0.62 0.06 0.02 0.03 

Composition Gap (A-B) -0.11 0.12 0.03 -0.01 -0.02 

Comparative Gap (A/B) 0.55 1.19 1.52 0.47 0.52 
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Figure 4 Map of Middle School Cluster-level Neighborhood-School Gaps for White, 

Black and Hispanic Students 

3.6.3 APS High School-Neighborhood Race Gaps  

Moving on to High School enrollment in Table 5, the numbers for White students do not 

change much from Middle school. White enrollment drops slightly, and Black enrollment rises 

slightly, but the shift is not as large as from elementary to middle school. However, the largest 

change in Hispanic enrollment as a proportion of their neighborhood population comes during 

the transition from middle to high school, after an increase in proportional enrollment from 

elementary to middle. Meanwhile API proportional enrollment sees a slight uptick from middle 

to high school, but Multi-racial enrollment sees a steady decline at each transition. What this 

signals is unclear, although at least in the case of API and Multi-racial students these variations  

could partly be an effect of sample size. As an additional robustness check, I looked at high 

school graduation rates to make sure the differences at the High School level weren’t capturing 

something about group differences in graduation rates. But the rates by racial/ethnic group did 
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not vary significantly. It is possible that the Hispanic numbers are capturing something about a 

cohort shift. Perhaps there are simply more Hispanic students in the younger cohorts than in the 

high school aged cohorts and that could account for the much smaller high school gap. 

Table 5 2016 Atlanta Public Schools High School Enrollment, Average Race Group Proportions 

and Neighborhood-Enrollment Gaps 

 

What is perhaps most interesting about the map of high school level gaps is how clearly 

demarcated the spatial clustering is (see Figure 5). There appears to be a fairly clear dividing line 

running Northwest to Southeast for Black and White enrollment patterns, while again the 

Hispanic pattern indicates a heavier presence outside of the city center, to the North and South. 

Also, when comparing the maps to each other the initial patterns only strengthen over time, with 

the Middle schools in particular experiencing the largest gaps. 

APS High Schools (n=9) 

White Black Hispanic API 

Multi-

racial 

School Enrollment 

Proportion (A) 

0.13 0.78 0.07 0.01 0.01 

Neighborhood Population 

Proportion (B) 

0.25 0.62 0.06 0.02 0.03 

Composition Gap (A-B) -0.12 0.16 0.00 -0.01 -0.02 

Comparative Gap (A/B) 0.52 1.26 1.08 0.49 0.43 
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Figure 5 Map of High School Cluster-level Neighborhood-School Gaps for White, Black 

and Hispanic Students 

3.6.4 The Middle School Gap: A Closer Look 

Thus far, I have established the neighborhood-school enrollment gaps by school level in 

APS. However, in Table 6 I show the compositional gap across all nine middle schools in the 

district. I chose middle schools rather than high schools to examine more closely because this is 

the transition point from small neighborhood schools to larger comprehensive zone schools. 

Prior research in the school choice and school segregation literature has also suggested that the 

middle school transition is particularly fraught for White parents in urban systems (Posey-

Maddox 2013; Kimelberg 2014; Butler 20221). Additionally, my neighborhood-school gap 

analysis unearthed a larger gap for middle school than elementary or high school. Right away it 

is clear that three schools in particular drive much of the racial enrollment gap. White students 

are underrepresented at all middle schools as can be seen by the fact that the White gap for all 
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schools is negative while Black students are overrepresented as can be seen by the fact that the 

Black gap for all schools is positive. However, in many cases the size of the gap is close to 0, 

with the particular exceptions of King Middle School, Inman Middle School and Sutton Middle 

School, highlighted in yellow. 

Table 6 2016 APS Middle School-Neighborhood Composition Gaps by Racial Group 

School Name White Gap Black Gap Hispanic 

Gap 

API Gap Multiracial 

Gap 

Brown Middle 

School 

-0.01 0.02 0.00 0.00 -0.01 

Bunche Middle 

School 

0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 -0.01 

Harper Archer 

Middle School  

-0.03 0.02 0.03 0.00 0.00 

Inman Middle School -0.10 0.17 -0.02 -0.01 -0.02 

King Middle School -0.22 0.28 -0.01 0.00 -0.03 

Long Middle School  0.01 0.01 0.05 -0.01 -0.02 

Sylvan Hills + Price 

Middle Schools 

-0.01 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.00 

Sutton Middle School -0.29 0.20 0.17 -0.03 -0.03 

Young Middle 

School 

0.00 0.07 -0.03 0.00 0.00 

Middle School 

Average Gap 

-0.08 0.09 0.02 -0.01 -0.01 

 

Although the primary purpose of calculating these gaps is to identify school attendance 

zones from which I will sample my interview participants and to provide some context for the 

attendant analyses, these preliminary results open up an entire line of potential questions for 

future investigation. Future analyses could include further ANOVA testing of gap sizes across 

groups or across school type as well as regression analyses to determine whether neighborhoods 

that are more racially diverse or with a history of gentrification have greater neighborhood-

school racial gaps than more racially isolated or stable neighborhoods.  
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3.7 Neighborhood-School Gaps in Atlanta: how do they differ by school level, location 

and neighborhood type? 

Although not a formal test of the relationship, the racial gap between school aged 

children in the neighborhood and enrollment in the local public school appears to grow larger as 

students transition to middle school. This finding matches some previous work that suggests 

middle-class urban parents who may be willing to take a chance on the local elementary school, 

may make different choices when it comes time for their child to attend middle and high school 

(Posey-Maddox et al. 2013; Kimelberg 2014; Butler 2021).  However, many studies of school 

choice tend to focus on either elementary or high school decisions (Cucchiara and Horvat 2009; 

Posey-Maddox et al. 2013; Kimelberg and Billingham 2013; Pattillo 2015; Huseman 2016; 

FriedusFreidus 2019; Jenkins 2020; Sattin-Bajaj and Roda 2020), whereas it seems the transition 

into middle school may be a critical period for parental school decision-making.  

The gaps are especially large at three specific schools: Sutton Middle School in the North 

Atlanta cluster, Inman (now called Howard) Middle School in the Grady (now called Midtown) 

cluster, and King Middle School in the Jackson cluster. However, Sutton and Inman are also the 

most diverse of the middle schools; all of the other middle schools were at least 90% Black 

whereas Sutton and Inman are, respectively, 36% White, 30% Black and 27% Hispanic and 43% 

White, 40% Black and 9% Hispanic. This example demonstrates the importance of the overall 

racial distribution within the city at large. In Atlanta, school clusters with a concentration of 

White students are on the whole more racially diverse and have greater neighborhood-school 

composition gaps. One potential explanation here is quite straightforward and is indeed 

supported by my findings. As has been established in prior work on how to measure segregation, 

calculations that do not account for the makeup of the area under investigation can be misleading 
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(Reardon et al. 2009; Monarrez et al. 2019). So, for example, a school that is overwhelmingly 

one race can at first glimpse look like an egregious example of school segregation. However, if 

the neighborhood or city itself is dominated by a single racial group, then the issue is not at the 

school level, but represents a more macro-level of segregation. In the same vein, when 

populations are small any movement will seem significant. This can lead to two different 

patterns which are illuminated in the examples of Sutton Middle School and King Middle 

School.  

Sutton Middle School serves the largest geographic area of all APS clusters, North 

Atlanta.  The North Atlanta cluster largely falls within the “V” shape created by the I-75 and I-85 

split just north of town (refer back to Figure 2) and includes the second densest economic center 

outside of downtown, known as Buckhead (Keating 2001). Buckhead is home to some of the 

most exclusive upper and upper middle-class White communities in the city. However, given the 

sheer size of the North Atlanta cluster, it also happens to encompass some of the most racially 

diverse neighborhoods in town as well. The southernmost parts of that district, in the point of the 

V, and slightly to the south and east of Buckhead, tend towards higher density with apartment 

buildings and condos. Overall, the Census tracts served by Sutton are 73% White, yet the school 

is only 36% White. So, while it is the second whitest middle school in APS and on paper is the 

most racially integrated of all middle schools, it also has the largest White enrollment gap in the 

city at -0.29. On the other hand, the enrollment gap for each elementary school in North Atlanta 

is significantly smaller with only two schools having double digit White enrollment gaps: E. 

Rivers at -20 followed by Sarah Smith at -11. One potential explanation is that the move to 

Sutton from the more localized neighborhood elementary school reflects a shift in parent’s 
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thinking about schools . The other potential explanation is one of scale and relative versus 

absolute segregation, as previously mentioned. 

King Middle School in the Jackson cluster follows a different pathway. King serves an 

area that has been primarily Black since the white flight of the 1960s and 70s (Keating 2001). 

However, this area has begun to see a return of middle-class Whites. In the aftermath of the 1996 

Olympics and hastening since the introduction of the Beltline in 2005, gentrification has moved 

through Kirkwood, East Atlanta, Grant Park and Ormewood Park neighborhoods. Meanwhile, 

historically Black neighborhoods closer intown such as Peoplestown, Mechanicsville and 

Summerhill continue to remain primarily Black in population (Keating 2001; Immergluck 2022). 

However, these neighborhoods have suffered from displacement and disinvestment as swaths of 

these communities were torn down for large-scale developments (Hobson 2017) . In the King 

scenario, the pool of eligible students is 23% White and 64% Black, yet the school is 1% White 

and 92% Black. This may be a case of school gentrification lagging behind neighborhood 

gentrification (Green et al. 2022). Alternatively, this may be a case of actual or perceived school 

quality where parents who are able to opt-out do so. As it happens, there are two well-regarded 

public charter schools in the area, Atlanta Neighborhood Charter (ANCS) and Drew Charter 

School, which have likely drawn a significant portion of the White families away from King.  

Interestingly, the high school in this cluster, Jackson High, is 8% White and 85% Black. 

Does Jackson have a better reputation than King; if so, why? Are White parents more 

comfortable with Black exposure with older, as opposed to younger, teens? Are the students 

themselves more involved in the school selection process at the high school level, indicating a 

possible divergence in what parents prefer and what students prefer (Hailey 2022)? Alternately, 

based on findings from my previous chapter where stability in the neighborhood predicted 
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enrollment in the local school, it could also be a case of the history and place attachment of 

different populations informing the decision to stay or leave the local schools. Another 

component to explore further is the various charter schools in the Jackson area. Because many of 

the charter schools only serve K-8, the change in enrollments at the high school level could 

reflect charter students returning to the neighborhood system. ANCS in particular, may be 

contributing to the difference in the gap between middle and high school as the school ends in 

8th grade. 

Inman middle school features yet a third pattern of enrollment as there is a smaller 

Hispanic presence than at Sutton, but the White and Black populations are more equally 

represented than at King. However, the racial history of these intown neighborhoods is no less 

fraught. The cluster itself covers downtown, midtown and some of the oldest intown “suburbs.” 

Several of the downtown and midtown neighborhoods such as Sweet Auburn, Old 4th Ward, and 

Reynoldstown are historically Black and maintain an important presence in Atlanta’s Black life 

and culture, not least due to housing the National Martin Luther King historic site (Hobson 

2017). On the other hand, many of the historic “streetcar suburbs” such as Inman Park, Candler 

Park, Lake Clair, Morningside and Virginia Highlands either never saw the same level of decline 

as other intown neighborhoods or already experienced upgrading in earlier waves of 

gentrification (Jaret 2002; Henry 2012). Today these areas represent some of the most expensive 

addresses outside of Buckhead.  

The history of schools in the Midtown cluster is a complicated one of race, class, and 

neighborhood activism that shows the difficulties of maintaining a true neighborhood school 

community without also encouraging race and class segregation (Henry 2012). Although the 

middle and high schools have maintained a certain level of diversity since desegregation, the 
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feeder elementary schools in this zone have remained rather segregated. This is the exact inverse 

of North Atlanta where the elementary schools were more diverse than the middle and high 

school. This may largely reflect the segregation levels of the attendant neighborhoods. 

Morningside elementary has always served a wealthier and whiter community, while Hope-Hill 

elementary in the heart of Old 4th Ward continues to be primarily Black. Meanwhile, Mary Lin 

elementary saw a transformation in racial makeup from the 1990s to early 2010s, going from 

more than 50% Black to only 12% Black in 2015 (Henry 2012; APS Insights 2015). Inman (now 

Howard) Middle and Grady (now Midtown) High School maintained a fairly integrated student 

body throughout the 1980s, 1990s and 2000s. This is partially due to the hard work of parent 

groups who promoted the schools and Grady’s well-regarded magnet program (Henry 2012). 

Overall, the pattern of the Grady cluster reflects micro-level segregation at the neighborhood 

level but with a larger spatial pattern of integration (in other words, Black and White 

neighborhoods close together). 

3.8 Using neighborhood-school gaps to guide qualitative research with parents 

While neighborhood and school gaps are often calculated at the elementary school or 

neighborhood level (Bischoff and Tach 2018; Candipan 2019), here I have presented them at the 

high school/cluster level as another important spatial boundary to consider. And it appears that in 

Atlanta, the cluster boundaries are important to parents. However, it is not clear what features of 

the cluster as a school zone versus as a spatially concentrated collection of neighborhoods 

parents may be selecting on. This chapter’s descriptive analysis of neighborhood-school gaps 

opens up many questions about how students are sorted across space and time that are better 

addressed through a qualitative approach. In this study, I use the gaps to guide a deep dive into 

some of the social-psychological factors involved in choosing neighborhoods and schools. I 
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selected the clusters with the largest racial enrollment gaps in which to conduct my research. 

Whether I used elementary gaps, middle school gaps or high school gaps, the result was the 

same: North Atlanta, Grady (Midtown) and Jackson clusters have the largest white enrollment 

gaps. Therefore, these clusters formed the first level of my two-stage sampling approach. I then 

recruited a minimum of six participants who lived in each of these clusters (for a total of 19 

interviews) to ask about their social networks, their sense of community, and their race and class 

identities with regards to neighborhood and school choice. 
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4 ATLANTA PARENTS ON SCHOOL CHOICE, GENTRIFICATION AND RACE 

4.1 Introduction 

As my prior chapters have established, there is a link between certain social and 

demographic features of the residential neighborhood and the school choices parents make. I 

have thus far determined that in neighborhoods with a higher proportion of newcomers (as 

measured by length of residence) individuals are less likely to enroll in the local neighborhood 

school and when the racial makeup of the neighborhood is becoming more diverse, and 

especially if the racial majority changes, individuals are less likely to enroll in their local school. 

Secondly, at least in the context of Atlanta, White students are underrepresented across all public 

school and neighborhood types (with a single exception) while Black students are heavily 

overenrolled almost everywhere, but especially in the Jackson cluster. Yet the reasons why 

families choose to stay in their local school or opt for a private or public school of choice may 

vary across school and neighborhood types, especially when it is understood that school 

decisions are not only personal but also social and political (Bruch and Feinberg 2017; Krysan 

and Crowder 2017).  

This chapter aims to identify any common patterns or themes regarding school decisions 

of parents across various neighborhood and school contexts to provide additional illumination to 

the nationwide trend of resegregating public schools in a growing and racially diverse city. 

Although other research has pointed to social class being an important organizing feature of the 

neighborhood school connection (Owens 2016; Candipan 2020; Cuddy et al. 2020), my research 

has instead found the continuing salience of race for school decisions (see also Pearman and 

Swain 2017; Bischoff and Tach 2018). Therefore, I undertook semi-structured interviews of 19 

parents across a selection of neighborhood settings in Atlanta and across a range of racial 
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backgrounds. This chapter outlines my approach to this research, describes the various 

neighborhoods from which I pulled my sample, gives an overview of respondents, and ends with 

an in-depth analysis and interpretation of my data. 

4.2 Background 

4.2.1 School Choice and Race 

Much research on school choice has specifically focused on middle-class White parents. 

Prior studies have established that middle and upper-class White parents opt out of their local 

school more often than other groups (Roda and Wells 2013; Bischoff and Tach 2020) and that 

White parents appear particularly sensitive to majority Black settings (Saporito 2009; Billingham 

and Hunt 2016). Even when White parents express a preference for diverse schools (Kimelberg 

and Billingham 2013; Hagerman 2014: Posey-Maddox et al. 2014), their choices on average are 

not reflective of this preference (Butler 2021) and are often still couched in anti-Black sentiment 

(Evans 2021). And when White parents do enroll in a diverse school, they use their considerable 

resources to reshape it to their preferences (Cucchiara and Horvat 2009; Posey-Maddox 2014; 

Freidus 2019). 

Research on Black parents has tended to focus on socioeconomic differences, showing 

that lower-income and working-class Black parents make more constrained choices than middle 

and upper-class Black parents (Diamond and Gomez 2004; Cooper 2005; Davis and Welcher 

2013; Rhodes and DeLuca 2014; Pattillo et al. 2014). However, other research has shown that 

even when middle and upper-class Black parents opt-out, they must still expend a good deal of 

energy to ensure that their child receives a good experience (Pattillo 2015; Posey-Maddox et al. 

2021) and that socioeconomic resources do not always compensate for racial differences in 

school access (Davis and Welcher 2013; Knudson 2021).  
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Studies of Latino families indicate that the choice sets of Latino families tend to be 

smaller, they are more reliant on the media or school staff as sources of information, and after 

academics, concerns about safety inform their preferences (Haynes et al. 2010; Gastic and 

Coronado 2011; Mavrogordato and Stein 2016). Concerns about safety and discipline are often 

expressed in a preference for small class size, uniform policies and a school culture with an 

emphasis on discipline (Haynes et al. 2010; Mavrogordato and Stein 2016). Furthermore, the 

local public schools are often seen as low-status (Cuero et al. 2009; Mavrogordato and Stein 

2016) and some Latino parents see charter or magnet schools as an acceptable alternative when 

they cannot afford the private education they might prefer (Haynes et al. 2010; Mavrogordato 

and Stein 2016). 

4.2.2 School Choice and Class 

Much of the relevant literature has already been discussed. In general, parents who are 

more advantaged (wealthier and/or with more education) are more likely to opt out of the local 

school (Ball et al. 1995; Saporito and Sohoni 2007; Sikkink and Emerson 2008). Parents might 

use their socioeconomic resources to purchase a home in a “better” school district (Holme 2002; 

Lareau and Goyette 2014) or to access a private education (Goldring and Phillips 2008; Saporito 

2009). Since many families do not have access to those options and because of assumptions 

about the relevance of urban settings for this discussion, most studies of school choice and social 

class have looked at school choices in urban settings and across public choice offerings (Roda 

and Wells 2013; Posey-Maddox et al. 2016). These studies often find that when choice defines 

the school market, such as application based open enrollment high schools or cities with lots of 

charter schools, more school segregation by race and class are the result (Marcotte and Dalane 

2019; Butler 2021). 
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4.2.3 School Choice and the City 

This study is ultimately about how place informs school choice among Atlanta parents. 

Therefore, I summarize prior research on place and choice. Little research looks at choice in 

rural or suburban contexts, although given the growth and diversification happening in the 

suburbs this may soon change (Diamond et al. 2021). One recent study did look at choice in the 

larger metro context, including the urban and suburban areas and found that urban exiters often 

wound up in slightly higher performing schools, but suburban families who chose a school 

through the purchase of a home attended Whiter and better performing schools (Lenhoff et al. 

2022). Research on neighborhoods and school choice have often examined the role of 

compositional factors of the neighborhoods or schools (Saporito 2003; Krysan et al. 2009; 

Hedman et al. 2011, Jargowsky 2014; Pearman and Swain 2017; Bischoff and Tach 2018, 2020; 

Candipan 2019; 2020) as well as contextual features such as social networks (Fong 2019; Bader 

et al. 2019; Burdick-Will 2018; Cuddy et al. 2020), place attachment (Reay et al. 2011; Yoon 

and Lubienski 2017) and identity (Cucchiara and Horvat 2014; Debs et al. 2023). A recognition 

that place is space imbued with social meaning (Gieryn 2000) requires that neighborhood 

researchers take seriously the role of place in the complex process of social psychological 

decision-making (Krysan and Crowder 2017). The purpose of the qualitative analysis is to assess 

the contribution of racial identity, class identity and place meaning in the formation of school 

choice sets. 

4.2.4 The study site: North Atlanta, Midtown and Jackson clusters 

APS has 9 catchment areas, what APS refers to as “clusters.” These clusters are 

geographically mutually exclusive and contiguous and are each served by a single open 

enrollment high school after which the cluster is named. The clusters are all currently served by a 
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single middle school. Each cluster contains anywhere from 4 to 7 elementary schools, although 

in some of the geographically larger clusters the same school may be on multiple sites. In these 

instances, there are separate primary (K-2) and elementary (3-5) buildings that share a name and 

catchment area. Most of the clusters also contain private schools, charter schools, APS partner 

schools and other alternative schools managed by APS.  

There have been a number of prior studies of school choice in Atlanta. As Hankins and 

Henry document, engagement and activism around the local public schools has a long history in 

the Midtown cluster, dating back to the 1970s when residents began organizing to protect the 

neighborhoods from a new highway. This work eventually expanded into supporting the local 

schools (Hankins and Henry 2014). The parent advocates were so successful that the magnet 

program at Grady (now Midtown) became a draw for families across the city and Mary Lin and 

Morningside Elementary schools are continually ranked among the best in the city (Henry 2012). 

Work by several scholars has also traced the activism and organizing around the schools in the 

Grant Park and Kirkwood neighborhoods of the Jackson cluster, particularly the opening of a 

charter school in Grant Park (Roberts and Lakes 2016; Henry 2012; Hankins and Henry 2014).  

There are several charter schools that are important to the trajectory of the Jackson 

cluster. Drew Charter School first opened in 2000 in the easternmost neighborhood of APS. 

Originally designed by a local community foundation to primarily serve the lower-income 

neighborhood of East Lake, the neighborhoods and the school demographics at Drew have 

changed over time. And while the school now serves a less socioeconomically disadvantaged 

population, the school remains majority Black (CCD). However, due to its reputation, the school 

has become harder and harder to get into. Thus, in recent years many parents who were 



 

73 

 

interested in Drew have had to look elsewhere, including their neighborhood school of Toomer 

Elementary (parent interviews).  

At the other end of the cluster, Atlanta Neighborhood Charter School (ANCS) was 

founded in 2002 by middle-class gentrifier parents who wanted a community school but found 

the local public school unpalatable (Hankins and Henry 2014; Roberts and Lakes 2016). While 

the student body started out majority Black, since at least 2014 ANCS has been majority White 

and not-poor (Hankins and Henry 2014; CCD). ANCS also remains quite small; in 2021-2022 

the elementary school served 391 students in K-5th grades while Drew elementary served 918 

students K-5th grade. And unlike Drew, ANCS still draws primarily from the immediate 

neighborhood (https://atlncs.org).  

This study is different in many regards from other qualitative studies of school choice 

which are often conducted in full choice districts. For example, there have been studies in 

Washington, DC, Brooklyn, NY, Boston, MA where families rank their choices, and in some 

cases, schools rank them back (Kafka 2022; Butler 2021; Fong 2019). By Georgia law, students 

may apply to a different school in their district if there is space available. If more applications are 

received than there are spots, a lottery is held (http://apsk12.org/osar/enrollment-registration). 

Although the district does not provide the number of transfers granted or even of applications 

received, the schools that have openings are often low-demand schools and thus many families 

that attend an APS school likely attend their neighborhood school. This is borne out in my own 

data where every family that was enrolled in APS was in their local school. Therefore, school 

choice in Atlanta is mostly between the neighborhood school, charter schools and private 

schools. This is significant because for parents interested in a public school option, the choice of 

neighborhood remains highly relevant. 

https://atlncs.org/
http://apsk12.org/osar/enrollment-registration
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Figure 5 Map of Atlanta Public School Clusters, 2022-2023 

 

Informed by my previous findings, I sought to recruit interviewees from the North 

Atlanta, Midtown (previously Grady), and Jackson clusters. These three school clusters occupy 

the Northern, Northeastern and Eastern areas of the APS system, as seen in Figure 6, and include 

a range of settings relevant to my research question. North Atlanta and Midtown High Schools 

are the most racially diverse High schools in APS. Yet, despite the fact that North Atlanta High 

School is the most racially integrated school in the district, it is significantly less White than the 

neighborhoods from which it draws. On the other hand, Midtown is a relatively diverse school in 

a part of town exemplified by spatially clustered racial segregation. And finally, Jackson High 
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School in East Atlanta represents an increasingly diverse neighborhood due to gentrification, 

however, the student body remains majority Black. See Table 7 for school enrollment by race for 

the most recent school year. 

Table 7 Racial Composition, Select Schools 2022-2023 

 

4.3 DATA AND METHODS 

The data for this study came from 19 semi-structured interviews, conducted via Zoom by 

the author. Some of the benefits of interviewing include the ability to develop a systematic yet 

detailed analysis, the ability to capture the meanings that people give their behaviors, and the 

ability to capture situational heterogeneity (Lamont and Swindler, 2014). Interviews are 

especially useful for investigations seeking to understand processes, or the why behind social 

phenomena. Furthermore, interviews offer the opportunity for greater detail to emerge, as well as 

new possibilities for theory development, potential future research questions, or new variables to 

test. Semi-structured interviews can help keep the interviewer focused and on topic, ensuring that 

the key themes and concerns of the interview receive attention throughout the course of the 

discussion, while also leaving room for flexibility and openness. However, for semi-structured 

interviews to be most effective the researcher must typically already have some understanding of 

School White Black Hispanic Multi-

Racial 

API 

Midtown High  

Total enrollment: 1588 0.48 0.34 0.09 0.06 0.03 

Howard Middle  

Total enrollment: 1114 0.33 0.45 0.10 0.08 

 

0.03 

Jackson High 

Total enrollment:1434 0.16 0.73 0.08 0.02 0.00 

King Middle 

Total enrollment: 806 0.12 0.75 0.09 0.03 0.01 

North Atlanta 

Total enrollment: 2291 0.34 0.36 0.24 0.04 0.02 

Sutton Middle 

Total enrollment:1555 0.29 0.36 0.27 0.05 0.02 
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the topic and or site under investigation. My knowledge of the topic comes from my own 

experience as a White upper-middle class parent of school-aged children in Atlanta. The question 

of schools and neighborhoods and home buying and after-school activities predominates many 

playground conversations (Bader, Lareau and Evans 2019), including my own. My observations 

of the range of choices families made along with the different explanations for said choices, 

prompted my research question. Given the goals of this research project, to better understand the 

school choices of Atlanta parents, semi-structured qualitative interviewing is the preferred 

method.  

4.3.1 Sampling and recruitment 

My sampling pool is comprised of parents of school-aged children in the 4th-12th grades, 

who are zoned to attend North Atlanta, Midtown, or Jackson High School. My population is 

small and specific so for the purposes of my study a convenience sample is sufficient. 

Furthermore, this component of the study is looking at process rather than trends or probability, 

so I am less concerned with generalizability and more interested in generating new findings or 

theory. To recruit participants, I posted notices on the social media networks Facebook and 

NextDoor. I identified groups in which to post by neighborhood, school, or interest group that 

overlapped with my target population. This primarily consisted of parenting groups (like Decatur 

Area Moms Enjoying Sanity on Facebook), neighborhood groups (Candler Park and Lake Clair 

on NextDoor) and school PTO groups (Howard Middle School PTO on Facebook).  Online 

recruitment was the most feasible way to reach my target population within the timeframe of my 

study. Additionally, as the number of households with access to the internet continues to grow, a 

2018 survey found 85% of U.S. homes had a broadband connection (Martin 2021), concern 

about the role internet access might play in sample selection is less of an issue. Social media 



 

77 

 

platforms such as Facebook make it easy to locate and join affinity groups, such as those 

affiliated with a specific school. According to a 2021 Pew Research Center interview, 69% of 

Americans have a Facebook account and half of those check Facebook daily 

(https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2021/06/01/facts-about-americans-and-facebook/). 

Some participants were identified through other participants, also known as snowball sampling. 

Participants received $15 in appreciation of their time. My target was to conduct 6-8 interviews 

per identified cluster for a total of between 18-24 interviews. My final sample included 6 parents 

from North Atlanta, 6 parents from Midtown and 7 parents from Jackson. I aimed to capture a 

representative picture of the Atlanta area in terms of race and class demographics and 

neighborhoods so as to understand how school decisions might vary by race, class and place. 

While I did manage to recruit a good number of White and Black families, I struggled to recruit 

families from the lower end of the socioeconomic spectrum as well as Hispanic families.  

4.3.2 Data collection 

The data collection consisted of semi-structured interviews conducted over Zoom and 

covering topics such as how parents chose their child’s school, perceptions about local school 

options, as well as attitudes and beliefs regarding their neighborhood and school. Interviewing 

parents about decisions regarding their children requires careful consideration of both effective 

and ethical communication strategies, including the concerns of the population you are trying to 

engage (Robinson 2014). Participation in interview research is entirely voluntary and during 

recruitment and engagement, the researcher must be open and honest about the topic and nature 

of the questions. Permissions to collect, analyze and publish the data was collected from 

participants. To begin I conducted several pilot interviews with personal acquaintances who are 

parents of school-aged children. This allowed me to become comfortable with the interview 

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2021/06/01/facts-about-americans-and-facebook/


 

78 

 

protocol and to make minor adjustments to better elicit a detailed response.  I conducted all 

interviews over Zoom. The main drawbacks to using a videoconferencing tool such as Zoom is 

the potential to miss some nuance of body language or the environment, considerations of access 

to reliable internet, and the risk of technical difficulties. However, many participants appear to 

prefer conducting interviews by Zoom as it is much easier and less time-consuming than 

arranging a face-to-face meeting (Archibald et al. 2019). Furthermore, Zoom has additional 

capacities that prior technologies such as Skype or non-video conference calls did not offer that 

assists in both the ethics and efficacy of conducting research (Archibald et al. 2019). In 

particular, Zoom can record and store conversations without recourse to third-party software, 

greatly reducing the risks associated with recording video calls (Archibald et al. 2019). 

4.3.3 Study Design 

Open-ended questions. I developed an interview guide, based on generously shared 

materials from the Chicago Neighborhood-School Connections study at the University of 

Chicago (see Cuddy, Krysan and Lewis 2020). These questions touch on decision making 

processes, social networks, daily routines, familiarity and comfort with different parts of town 

and different schools, sources of information and features of the school, neighborhood and 

family unit (see Appendix A1).  

Whiteboards. I used a new functionality in Zoom, called Whiteboards. Whiteboards can 

be shared and edited in real time by multiple users. They have several design features, but I 

primarily made use of their sticky-note feature. I created a sticky-note for each item that I wanted 

ranked. I then marked the board from Least to Moderate to Most, such as on a Likert scale. 

Participants were then able to move the sticky notes to place them in the order they felt most 

appropriate in response to the organizing question. I had two Whiteboards: once with only six 
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items in response to the prompt: “When choosing a school for my child, I mostly talked to….” 

And then with twenty items on a five-point scale in response to the prompt: “When choosing a 

school for my child, I am most likely to consider….” (see Appendices A2 and A3) 

Whiteboard A2 response items were: my partner and/or child(ren), extended family, close 

friends, other parents, school staff, and other contacts such as from work or church. Whiteboard 

A3 had twenty total items, but the items were grouped into larger themes with 5 total themes, 

each with four items. For example, the theme of quality included 1) nice facilities, 2) good 

reputation, 3) program and activity offerings are of high quality, and 4) a high rate of college 

admissions. The theme of academics included 1) teacher preparation and credentials 2) test 

scores and graduation rates 3) class size and 4) specific program offerings. The theme of 

convenience included 1) it is our local school 2) proximity to home or work 3) there is a bus 

route 4) they offer aftercare. The theme of safety included 1) I have confidence in the school’s 

monitoring of behavior, 2) I have confidence in the school’s discipline policies 3) the school is in 

a safe neighborhood and 4) the campus is clean. The theme of community included 1) the school 

is culturally competent, 2) I feel comfortable in the buildIng and with the staff 3) parent 

involvement is high and 4) I know other families that have gone or are going there. 

Maps. A map of the city with schools marked and labeled as well as some orienting 

features was used as a prompt to elicit more information from participants regarding areas of 

town that are familiar/unfamiliar or about their choice sets constructed during their housing 

and/or school search (See Appendix A4). 

Several social science researchers trained in interview techniques have begun turning to 

new approaches and techniques that include visual cues. Most relevant to my study, visual cues 

have been helpful in interviews to help participants rank ideas or objects (Rowley et al. 2012) 
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and to build report, sustain attention, and elicit deeper answers in the interview (Rowley et al. 

2012; Comi, Bischof and Eppler 2014; Glegg 2019). Thus, I hope that the Whiteboards and Map 

facilitate respondents moving beyond their rationalized explanations and closer to more 

internalized thoughts and feelings.  

4.3.4 Data analysis 

Interviews were transcribed by a paid professional service, which guarantees data 

security and protection. Additionally, human transcription is typically more accurate and 

complete than using transcription software and a professional transcriptionist can be just as fast, 

or faster when accounting for the rate of errors, than software (see Johnson 2011). My next step 

was to review the transcripts while listening to the recordings to check for errors and accuracy, 

flesh out my memos, and begin my first round of coding. This is done simply using the recorded 

MP3 files which I played on my laptop while reading along in the Word document. I also created 

an index card for each respondent with key details such as race, class, education level, school 

cluster, school and so forth. I often found these helpful tools as I organized my analysis.  

For more advanced and detailed coding, I imported my transcripts and memos data into 

nVivo, a text analysis software frequently used by qualitative social scientists. I then coded the 

data using a combination of inductive and deductive coding schemes (Fereday and Muir-

Cochrane 2006). Qualitative data analysis is typically iterative, with early investigations at the 

descriptive and categorical levels (LaRossa 2012). To assist in this level of analysis, I ran several 

text search queries based on expected findings from the literature. Since this paper seeks to 

extend and test theory rather than generate it, higher order coding of the data will seek to connect 

the in vivo concepts to a priori concepts derived from the literature (LaRossa 2012).  
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Initial coding resulted in 93 nodes. Nodes are collections of references that share a theme 

or assigned relationship in Nvivo software (Welsh 2002). As I began to consolidate my codes 

through elimination, merging or ordering I slowly worked my way to ten larger themes: 

Diversity, Race/Racism, School Choice, Social Class, Private School, Neighborhood Choice, 

Social Networks, Parent Involvement, Gentrification and Community. 

4.4 RESULTS 

4.4.1 Participant Overview 

53% of the sample was White, 32% was Black, .5% Asian, .5% Latino, and 1% 

Multiracial.  47.5% identified as upper middle class and 26% identified as between middle to 

upper middle class. 1% of the sample identified as middle class and .5% identified as poor. 

These families were mostly dual income professional households with cis-hetero married 

parents. One household was a single parent, and three interviewees were divorced or in the 

process of divorcing. There were two stay-at-home parents and several parents who worked from 

home or had flexible schedules, but most households had two full-time “in the office” working 

parents. Respondents’ ages ranged from 38-56, with most being in their 40s. Their children 

(including siblings) ranged in age from toddlers to college students. Most of those I spoke with 

were female, although I did interview two males. But in several of the interviews, the other 

partner walked in and out with the interviewee sometimes turning off-screen to ask a question or 

seek validation.  

Table 8 Participant Demographics 

Participant Race Class  Gender Years in Atlanta 

AB White Upper Middle Female ~15 

AW White Middle – Upper Middle Female 4 

BP White Upper Middle Female 6 

CF Black Middle – Upper Middle Female 22 

CK White Middle Female 18 

DE Asian Upper Middle Female ~12 
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EB White Upper Middle Female 20 

JA Black Upper Middle Male 30 total (ATL native, 

returned 12 years ago) 

JR White/Asian Middle Class Female 23 

KB White Upper Middle Female ~40 (ATL native, never 

left) 

MB White Middle – Upper Middle Female 14 

NA White  Middle – Upper Middle Female ~25 

SB Black Upper Middle Female ATL suburbs ~7, ATL 5 

SM White Upper Middle Female ~20 

SS Black Poor Female ~25 

TC White Upper Middle Male ~12 

TI White/Latina Middle – Upper Middle Female 40+ (ATL native, never 

left) 

TP Black Upper Middle Female 14 total (10 previously, 

now 4) 

VR Afro-Latina Middle – Upper Middle Female ATL suburbs ~6, ATL 

14 

 

Eight of the respondents initially came to Atlanta for school or for work and have been 

here for 20+ years. Another four respondents also came to Atlanta for school or for work and 

have been here between 10-20 years. One respondent has lived in Atlanta a total of about 15 

years, but not consecutively. Another two respondents came for work and have been here 4 and 6 

years respectively. These interviewees came to Atlanta from places as diverse as Arkansas, 

Florida, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Texas, and Virginia among others. A number relocated from 

other large cities such Chicago, New York and Washington DC. Four respondents grew up in 

metro Atlanta and either never left or came back after college or having children. And three 

respondents grew up in small town Georgia and later migrated to the capital city for work or 

school.  

Most of the families in the sample are attending their local public school. 18/19 had at 

least one child at one point in time in public school and 15 had their child/ren in the local school 

at the time of their interview. There are also a handful of charter devotees among the parents, 

although only one family has been singularly committed to a charter school. 6/19 parents had at 
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least one child at one point in time in a charter school. Typically, this was during elementary 

school, or sometimes middle school, with the families moving on to public or private for high 

school. 4/19 families had a child in private school at some point, although there was one parent 

actively considering a move to private and three other parents who were considering a private 

move amongst other options. No families participated in homeschool or virtual options outside of 

the restrictions required by Covid. 

4.4.2 Framing Choices: what we need, what we want, who we are  

I found that the parents in my sample typically framed their approach to school choice in 

one of three ways: they were interested in a school that would fit the specific needs of their child, 

they were interested in a school that provided a positive experience, or they were interested in a 

school that fit their personal values. Below I provide a more in-depth analysis of each group, but 

first I provide a table of the average whiteboard responses by cluster. Scores are on a 5-point 

scale with 1 being not very important and a 5 being very important. Within the table, scores 

between 4-5 are shaded green, scores between 3-4 are yellow, scores between 2-3 are orange, 

and scores below 2 are red. These averages are not perfect representations of the relationship 

between clusters and what parents value in a school, but they can provide a general picture. 

Table 9 What Parents Value in a School across Clusters 
 

  North 

Atlanta 

Midtown Jackson 

C
o
m

m
u
n
it

y
/

C
u
lt

u
re

 

The School is Culturally Competent 4.5 4.83 4.7 

I Feel Comfortable in the Building 3.8 3.16 4.85 

Parent Involvement is High 4.0 3.33 2.7 

I Know Other Families There 3.33 3.0 2.7 

 3.91 3.58 3.74 

A
ca

d
em

ic
s 

Class Size 4.5 4.83 3.4 

Teacher Credentials 3.8 3.66 4.1 

Specific Program Offerings 3.66 3.33 3.85 

Test Scores and Graduation Rates 3.8 3.0 2.0 

 3.94 3.70 3.34 
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Q
u
al

it
y

 
Quality Activity and Program Offerings 4.16 4.66 4.4 

Good Reputation 3.66 3.8 3.3 

High College Admissions 3.8 3.0 2.4 

Nice Facilities 2.33 3.66 2.6 

 3.49 3.78 3.17 

S
af

et
y
/ 

S
ec

u
ri

ty
 

The Campus is Clean 3.0 3.5 3.4 

Confidence in the Discipline Policies 2.16 3.0 3.14 

Confidence in the Monitoring of Behavior 2.83 3.0 3.14 

School is in a Safe Neighborhood 3.0 2.5 2.14 

 2.75 3.00 2.95 

 C
o
n
v
en

ie
n
ce

 It is Our Local School  3.66 2.66 3.85 

Proximity to Home or Work 2.5 3.5 3.85 

There’s a Bus Route 2.66 1.66 1.85 

They Offer Aftercare 2.33 2.0 2.4 

 2.79 2.45 2.98 

 

4.4.2.1 Seekers 

“And so, we wanted a school that would fit those needs.” – JR middle-class biracial 

mom to a child who is twice exceptional 

 

One group of parents that clearly evolved are those I call “seekers.” These parents made 

multiple school moves as they sought out a particular environment for their children whether for 

academic, social, or cultural reasons. Without exception these parents were raising Black or bi-

racial children. For these parents their initial school decision was typically informed by a desire 

to balance quality with diversity. These families strongly valued a quality education for their 

children while also wanting their children to not be in a social environment where they were the 

racial minority. This accords with prior work on neighborhood choice and race. Past studies have 

found Black adults to be the most open to a range of racial demographics in their neighborhood 

(Krysan and Bader 2007) and studies on mixed-race couples have found a preference for diverse 

neighborhoods (Gabriel and Spring 2019) and that Black families must often choose between 

diversity and quality in their school search (Hastings et al. 2009). Families in my study were at 
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times disappointed in the academic rigor or discipline of their local schools but sometimes were 

also disappointed in the level of diversity across many private schools in the area.  

These parents were not willing to take a chance on their child’s overall experience. 

Therefore, they used their resources to make a move when they felt the school they initially 

chose was no longer serving their child. Here’s what TP, an upper-middle class Black mother 

had to say: 

So we’re on principal number four and five now in three years. And it’s, I will tell you 

now. Last year I started looking at private schools for my kids. And this fall, I started taking 

them on private school tours. My daughter did a shadow day yesterday at a private high 

school. And we spent, we didn’t go anywhere for fall break. We spent fall break going on 

tours. And that’s the school choice I’m making. It breaks my heart, because I thought my 

kids would be in public schools. And maybe we might come back to them at some point. 

But I can’t, I know for sure I can’t send my son to that middle school.  

 

This choice was particularly distressing for TP because she had chosen her home in large 

part because of the well-regarded public schools. She sought out a home in a neighborhood that 

was racially diverse but met the family’s upper-middle class lifestyle including a reputation for 

great schools. Having to opt out had never been her plan. 

Another parent went to great lengths to enroll her children in some of the best private 

schools around. Her daughter spent some time at a nationally recognized charter school and went 

on to attend a prestigious boarding school in the Northeast. Her son now attends Pace Academy, a 

well-regarded private college preparatory school in Buckhead. She has moved all across the city 

and back while putting together scholarships and other funding to get her children a quality 

education. A self-described poor Black mother, SS was heavily influenced by her own 

impoverished upbringing and said this about her efforts to find the best fit for her child: 

But the school that we were zoned to in the West End, I can’t remember the name of it. 

But it’s closed now.… But it was horrible. Horrible. What the hell. And from that 

moment on, my very thought was how am I going to keep her in a good school?  
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 Sometimes parents became seekers when realizing their children needed something 

different; usually because their children were exceptionally gifted and/or had special needs. 7 of 

the 19 families I interviewed had a child with a diagnosis requiring accommodations. Two of the 

families remained in their public school and felt the public school system ultimately provided for 

their child’s needs.  One family was in a public charter school the entirety of their child’s 

education and with the exception of learning loss/socialization challenges of Covid, felt positive 

about how their child’s needs were met. The remaining four families have made changes to their 

child’s education, moving from a public to a private setting to better meet their children’s needs. 

And because many of these parents initially had their children in public school, their other 

children frequently remained in the local school. This has often involved not only the financial 

burden of a private education, but also increased demands on their time as they advocate for their 

kids or drive, sometimes multiple children, around the city.  

4.4.2.2 Contented 

“We couldn’t pay for a better experience.” – CK middle-class White mother 

The next group that emerged from my data consists of families I call “contented” 

families. These families live in some of the most privileged areas and essentially get a private 

education for free. These families tend to have chosen their neighborhood based on the school’s 

reputation and have not given much consideration to outside choices with the exception of two 

families who specifically mentioned feeling pressure from their social networks to make even 

“better” choices by moving to the suburbs of East Cobb or going private. Four of these families 

are in the North Atlanta cluster where some of the wealthiest and whitest enclaves within the city 

are located. These parents tend to work in financial services, management or sales although there 

is also a healthcare worker, educator and social worker in the mix. One of these families did one 
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year at a charter school but did not have a positive experience there and one parent went private 

to better meet the needs of a dyslexic child. Otherwise, these parents have been overwhelmingly 

happy with their school experience even as a number of them acknowledge their ability to go 

private should they ever choose to do so. A number of these parents also point to special 

curricula tracks such as gifted education, the dual language immersion program, arts 

programming or the International Baccalaureate program as being critical to their decision to 

stay. CK a middle-class White mom discusses her child’s experience with the local schools: 

We didn’t have kids yet. But we just really set ourselves up so we wouldn’t have to 

move. That was what we were thinking about. . .We looked at the schools and the Grady 

cluster. I mean, at the time, the school where we ended up using, Springdale Park didn’t 

even exist. So we were looking at Morningside. And that fits very nice. You know, it’s a 

very good school. . .So we had a private school option in mind, the whole time she was in 

school. But the Springdale, her Springdale Park education was superlative. . . And 

because she was GATE9 identified, there really wasn’t any reason for us, academically, to 

think about moving her.  

 

4.4.2.3 Champions 

“We’re just not a private school family.” – SM middle-class White mother 

The final group of parents that emerged from my data are “local school champions” who 

see attending the local school as a moral imperative or an important part of their identity. These 

parents tended to work in education, social work, the arts, healthcare, or government although 

there is a parent in tech and one in marketing.  Three of the families have a parent who is a K-12 

teacher. Four of these families are in the Jackson cluster, in which White students are currently 

the minority, although some schools and neighborhoods are undergoing intensive gentrification. 

Many of these families went so far as to say, the particular school did not matter – they were 

committed to the public schools regardless of where they wound up. AB an upper-middle class 

White mother has the following to say about their decision to attend the local schools: 

 
9 GATE stands for Gifted and Talented Education 
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Yeah, [ex-husband] did a little research. I think our opinion was that all the in town 

schools were like probably at the same level of education advancement, parental 

involvement…and we felt committed to public schools. And it wasn’t super important 

that we, you know, know every detail about it. . . You know, I have to say I think a lot of 

people would say I’m a risk-taking parent. . ., but I heard the principal speak. And I liked 

what I heard from him. And yeah. I think it wasn’t really much of a choice for us. It’s just 

what we’re going to do.  

 

These families also tend to go beyond being committed to public schools to being 

particularly committed to the idea of the local neighborhood school. For these interviewees, 

families opting out to attend a charter school or utilizing interdistrict transfer are judged similarly 

to those families opting out for private school. Here’s CF, a middle-class Black mom on people 

in her neighborhood not choosing the local school: 

It is also, …some people are from, you know, New York. Really big cities or whatever. 

But some people are from rural parts or just other parts outside of metro Atlanta. So then 

they bring this, they come and they buy these houses and like you know, ‘we’re here!’ 

But then it’s like oh yeah, we’re going to go to the private school. We’re going to do the 

charter school, or whatever. Like okay, well, that’s really a thing. Because if you don’t 

come, things don’t have their, you know, it’s longer for things to be different. Or 

whatever you don’t like. Why don’t you come and help get it, get it up to what you don’t 

like? You know, that sort of thing. So there’s that part too.  

 

These families were also very aware of their status as gentrifiers. In keeping with other 

literature on why some middle-class gentrifying parents enroll in the local school, these parents 

also had less concern about the potential risks to their children academically but were more 

concerned with how their children would grow as individuals. Many felt that exposure to 

diversity was an important aspect of their child’s development as citizens while parents also 

acknowledged they weren’t taking that much of a risk since there were always outside options or 

ways to supplement their kids’ education. Middle-class White mom MB says: 

I mean, I think one way our race and class has affected our participation at Toomer or our 

ability to feel completely at home being, with our kids being there. Completely 

comfortable with the kids being there. Is because we know we can support them outside 

of school if we need to. You know, they both take music lessons at Guitar Shed, and we 

can afford that. You know, it’s also like, I can, it’s because of white privilege that I can 



 

89 

 

say I know integrated schools are best for everybody. Like, I’m not living the only place 

in Atlanta where I can live. And having to send my kids to the only school in my 

neighborhood. Like, we can afford to live here, you know. So even things I feel like are 

sort of, are I mean, I think sending our kids to a Title I school that’s majority Black is 

what we would do no matter what. It is also in this climate, an anti-racist opt-in for us.  

 

4.4.3 Choosing Neighborhoods, Choosing Schools 

Besides type of school choice approach, the other main pattern that emerged was a 

distinction across clusters in terms of what parents looked for in a school. Using the Whiteboard 

function, see Appendix A3, I surveyed parents on what features were most important to them in 

choosing a school. For the sample as a whole, the most important items were 1) the school is 

culturally competent, 2) there are quality activity and program offerings, 3) I feel comfortable in 

the building, and 4) class size. The least important items across the entire sample were 1) they 

offer aftercare, 2) there’s a bus route, 3) nice facilities, and 4) the school is in a safe 

neighborhood. However, the patterns across clusters were quite varied and are covered in more 

detail in the tables below. Based on prior work, I expected the proximity of the school to matter 

more (Frankenberg 2018; Burgess et al. 2015). But perhaps the fact that most of the sample 

attended a school within their cluster made this less relevant for most parents. 

4.4.3.1 North Atlanta  

For North Atlanta parents, the schools were almost always a part of their neighborhood 

calculus; at least initially. A number of North Atlanta parents were considering moving and 

thinking through what that would mean for their children’s schooling. One parent had 

specifically chosen their home initially for the local school, but as the family began looking for 

more space and looking into the future towards middle and high school, she was having to 

reconsider what was most important. 

North Atlanta mom, DE says: 
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And so we knew that a lot of people in Atlanta go the private school route. And we knew 

that we wanted to do public school. At least that’s kind of, that was our thought 

process…And we wanted to have a house in a good school district. And so we did 

purposefully look in the Jackson [elementary] school district, which is the elementary 

school we’re zoned for, to find a home.  

 

But now that the family is thinking of moving, she says: 

And then we’re thinking okay, then if we move, where should we move? And so we 

were, that was kind of why we’ve been debating the school system more recently, in 

terms of there’s kind of Walton high school is in, like on the perimeter. And it’s 

considered to be, at least by what we’ve read, is one of the best high schools in Georgia. 

And has I think it was 36 AP classes or something. It has all these resources. But then the 

high schools, I have a lot of friends who are doctors, because you know, I work with 

them. So they moved to this area for the same reason. But once their kids got into those 

schools, they were like oh, it’s too competitive. People are just about getting into those 

AP classes and getting into an Ivy League college, and they just stress them out. And they 

didn’t like it. And they’d go to school all day, then they’d come home and do all these 

online classes, just to stay ahead of their, just to stay on par with their friends. And so, 

because of that they ended up going to private school.  

 

Another North Atlanta mom mentions that she has become very attached to her 

neighborhood. But again, the family would like more space. And she feels torn because her 

children are in two different schools. She loves the local neighborhood school that her daughter 

had attended and where now her son attends. But her daughter had recently gotten a dyslexia 

diagnosis and was going to a specialized private school some distance away. 

So we talk about moving a lot. We have for years. But it’s been hard to leave. The tricky 

thing too is [son], his school is a block and a half down the sidewalk. [daughter], and I 

don’t know, you may get into some of this later. But she has dyslexia and dyscalculia, 

and we just found that out last January. And so she is at a specialty school in Marietta. 

This discussion is coming back up, because it’s a lot of driving for me to get her there. He 

doesn’t want to leave his school. We like our church a lot, which is five minutes away. 

So. So do you move for a school? I don’t know.  

 

Overall, North Atlanta parents were content with their school experience. Since many of 

them had moved to the area for the schools, this fits previous literature that finds parents who 

choose a school tend to be more satisfied with the school (Teske and Schneider 2001). Some of 
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the Contented parents also had features of Seekers or Champions in the sense that they would be 

open to moving to a different district or going private if they felt it was necessary, but they really 

preferred to be in public school so long as their experience was a good one.  

North Atlanta parents ranked more options as “most important” than did Midtown or 

Jackson parents, indicating that perhaps many more items were on their checklist for a “good” 

school. The top three items ranked in close succession. For these parents academics ranked 

highest with it being in the top category 62.5% of the time and at least moderately important 

87.5% of the time. This was followed closely by school culture/sense of community which was 

most important 58% of the time and at least moderately important 87% of the time. Quality came 

next and was top ranked 42% of the time while being at least moderately important 84% of the 

time. Safety and convenience ranked well below the other three items with convenience being 

least important 42% of the time and safety least important 46% of the time.  

For these parents, so many things ranked at the top of their list it may be more significant 

to note what was always at the bottom: convenience. On the other hand, for those parents who 

were Champions in this cluster, convenience was at the top of their list; it was important to them 

that they attend the neighborhood school, but they wanted that school to be of good quality. 

Overall, parents in this cluster frequently mentioned the quality of the teachers or specific 

programs such as AP classes, fine arts, dual language immersion (DLI) or the IB program as 

reasons they were happy with the school. There were no Seekers in this neighborhood. 

Table 10 North Atlanta Parents on Schools 

Family category Decision-making 

themes 

Top school 

considerations 

Illustrative quote(s)  

Contented (67%) 

2White parents 

1 Black Latina 

1 South Asian 

Quality of 

teachers and 

programs, school 

reputation, 

prestige, size of 

Academics & 

school culture, 

quality & safety 

And then she loves, loves North 

Atlanta. She’s an artsy person, 

and they have a real cool fine arts 

and performing arts, and she does 
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4.4.3.2 Midtown 

Many of the parents who chose to live in Midtown were specifically drawn to these 

neighborhoods because of the urban nature of the area and the diversity. JA, a Black father in a 

mixed-raced marriage had this to say about why they chose to live in the area: 

We started looking around for houses and it was in part about what we could afford. I 

think we also wanted to be in a place where you know, we weren’t tipping the scale, in 

terms of gentrification, where some of that had already happened for good or for bad. 

And we also wanted to be in a place where we thought that there would be some diversity 

long-term. Because my wife is White, and we wanted to be in a place where there was a 

mix of races and diversity. And we kind of felt like this was an area, because of the 

history of the neighborhood, that was never going to completely be one way or another. 

And that in particular, there would always be Black families who would want to make the 

neighborhood home.  

 

Other parents felt the area matched their lifestyle as upper-middle class, liberal families 

as well as a place where their Black children would be safe.  

SB, an upper-middle class Black mother said: 

the school, the 

arts, sports, dual 

language 

immersion, 

diversity, 

socialization 

orchestra and fine arts. And so, 

we feel great about that. 

Champions 

(33%) 

2 White parents 

Diversity, school 

quality, 

neighborhood fit 

and amenities, 

socialization 

Convenience, 

academics, 

school culture 

And we wanted a diverse school, 

and we wanted a good school. 

And those are hard to find. And 

so, we needed somewhere we 

could afford to live… And it hit 

all the buttons for us, it really did. 

The schools, the scoring wasn’t 

real great. But we came, we liked 

the area. There was affordable 

living. We like the socioeconomic 

diversity, because that’s 

something we didn’t really grow 

up with. . . And the diversity is 

just, I mean, it’s just like, it’s 

almost like the perfect little 

combination within the schools. 
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So it was also my desire to have a village for them, like a true village of moms and dads 

who can help raise these children, especially as Black children. So that’s kind of what 

drove me in town. And then it was a matter of where. Like I wanted an 80’s-ish 

neighborhood where they’re free range and they can ride their bikes and they can make 

friends. And so it was really this quest for a more diverse, for a village, a more diverse 

village that drove us in town…Do I wish there were more Black families? 100%. But it’s 

more in line with my values, in that you know, it’s a more liberal neighborhood. I see 

Stacey Abrams signs. My parents were afraid to put up an Obama sign during the 2008 

election in our house. I can’t live like that. And they went to Black colleges. But I am 

unapologetically Black. That’s just how I am. So I need that, to be respected. I need my 

kids to feel safe riding around. Now, are they 100% safe? Do I feel 100% safe? No. But I 

feel much better than if we had lived in East Cobb. 
 

For Midtown parents, quality (54% most important and 83% at least moderately 

important) and community (50% most important and 87.5% at least moderately important) were 

both rated at the top followed by academics (46% most important and 79% at least moderately 

important). Safety and convenience ranked somewhere in the middle; safety because it was of 

moderate concern to most parents and convenience because parents were rather evenly split on 

the significance of this item. A number of parents mentioned during our interviews how the 

reputation, specifically of two very White elementary schools, had been a factor in their decision 

but that also the diversity of the middle school had also been important. Even if parents did not 

state this in so many words, they were aware that middle school was a time when sense of 

belonging would be crucial and actively sought this sense of belonging – some parents by 

seeking out greater diversity in middle school and some by seeking less. 

The approach to school choice in this district differed along racial lines. For Black 

families, the choice of neighborhood and choice of school were disconnected. They wanted a 

diverse, urban area with amenities and a liberal atmosphere. On the other hand, they prioritized 

academic excellence and were willing to look outside of the neighborhood school to get it. 

Although these parents also valued diversity in the school, their choice sets seemed to narrow on 
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quality first, and then diversity. White families in this school zone were much more motivated by 

stability. That is not to say that the parents of color did not desire stability, but perhaps felt they 

could not afford to prioritize stability. Black parents who desired a neighborhood school still 

opted out when they felt the child’s experience was subpar. White parents were more likely to 

feel like they could weather any disruptions or unevenness in the school experience for the sake 

of continuity and thus in this instance were less likely to opt out. There were no Champions in 

this neighborhood. 

Table 11 Midtown Parents on Schools 

Family category Decision-making 

themes 

Top school 

considerations 

Illustrative quote(s)  

Seekers (67%) 

3 Black parents 

1 White Latina 

Racial diversity, 

specifically not 

being the only 

Black student, 

test scores, 

discipline, 

children with 

exceptional needs 

Quality/reputatio

n, Academics, 

Safety/facilities 

Basically, we looked at the test 

scores and the community, and 

really the house. . . So at the 

time, it was maybe 15-ish 

percent Black. Which wasn’t 

great. But I knew the middle 

school became more Black, 

because that’s what was 

important to me as a Black mom. 

And the high school, which was 

Grady at the time, was more 

Black. 

 

They’re very organized. They’re 

very disciplined. There’s no 

chaos. 

Contented (33%) 

2 White parents 

Stability, 

community, kid 

excelling, parent 

involvement 

Convenience, 

school 

community 

It feels like, it’s a very warm and 

supportive community. [Son]’s 

done really well there. . .He 

tested into the gifted program. I 

think, like whenever it was first 

available to him. . . and has just 

really excelled academically. . . I 

think Mary Lin’s been very 

supportive of [daughter]. There’s 

been a lot of extra tutoring and 

different intervention programs 

and stuff that she’s been a part 
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4.4.3.3 Jackson 

Families in the Jackson cluster had often mentioned moving to the area because it was 

convenient for work or close to family and friends. While maybe not an initial motivation, lots of 

families wound up loving the area for its character as well. Middle-class White mom, MB 

discusses her perception of how Kirkwood is different to the areas North of her: 

I mean, I think affluence is a big difference. I feel like Druid Hills is a very established, 

like sort of old money established, or new money but really big houses. . . I think that 

there’s more space for quirkiness in Kirkwood and EAV, these neighborhoods, than there 

might be other places, in terms of like, you know, the appearance of your house. Our 

house is green, and we have colorful porch front, like we painted our kid’s drawing on 

the mailbox and that’s not an issue.  

 

Middle-class Black mom, CF also talks about how the neighborhood has grown on her 

and how nice it is to be able to get downtown easily: 

I think it’s pretty diverse, which is nice. It is very eclectic, which is also interesting. And 

then of course there are lots of new things happening. Restaurants, you know, businesses, 

that continue to make it attractive. It is very centrally located. You know, it’s smack dab 

in the city, right off Moreland. . . So while we take MARTA, so we park at a station and 

ride it. So we don’t like, get on the bus, take the train to get wherever. But that type of 

convenience is desirable for me. Like I’m a kind of recent, there’s such and such going 

on in, you know, at State Farm, let’s go. And we hop in the car and we’re there in a 

matter of minutes.  

 

Parents in the Jackson cluster were overwhelmingly motivated by a desire for diversity, 

and not just passively. These parents took a more active approach to diversity, by adopting anti-

racist practices or promoting Diversity and Inclusion programming. Much of this activity was 

of. So I feel like they’ve been 

really good about supporting her 

journey as well. And you know, 

we went through some pretty 

major family upheaval when my 

husband and I got divorced. And 

I felt like just that the teachers in 

the school were really supportive 

of us as a family as well.  
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mediated through the school or other local institutions such as the library. Parents in this cluster 

also made note of the presence of LGBTQ children that went unaddressed in discussions with 

parents in other clusters. There were only two parents who made explicit mention of school 

quality and academics as being important and both of those parents opted out of the local 

schools.  Whereas North Atlanta parents tended to rank lots of things as most important, Jackson 

families were more likely to rank lots of things as least important. Overall, the Jackson parents 

reported looking for very different things in their schools. First of all, school culture/sense of 

community ranked at the top of the list by a great deal. It ranked most important 61% of the time 

and at least moderately important 82.5% of the time. Academics was ranked most important only 

36% of the time but was at least moderately important 79% of the time. Convenience, quality 

and safety were all ranked moderately important.  

Table 12 Jackson Parents on Schools 

Family category Decision-making 

themes 

Top school 

considerations 

Illustrative quote(s)  

Champion (57%) 

4 White parents 

Diversity, 

particularly racial 

diversity, 

neighborhood 

school, inclusive 

School culture & 

community, 

Convenience 

But we just felt like we, our kids 

will be fine in public school. And 

I feel like I want my kids to go to 

school with their neighbors, and 

go to school with people who 

they will interact with for their 

whole lives. So it wasn’t a big 

part of the decision. . . Because 

we kind of felt committed to 

public schools regardless of 

where we’d be.  

Contented (29%) 

1 Black parent 

1 Asian/White 

biracial parent 

Community, 

stability, diversity 

School culture, 

academics, 

quality, 

convenience and 

safety were all 

about equally 

important 

It was much more a focus on 

providing supports to all sorts of 

children for excellence in 

education. So a longer school 

day. A longer calendar. 

Connection to a YMCA to take, 

everyone was taking swim 

lessons then. Everyone was 

taking strings then. . . And I liked 
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4.5 Discussion  

White parents were heavily invested in the idea of the neighborhood school. How parents 

expressed that preference sometimes varied, but attending a neighborhood school was very 

important to them as a group. It often outweighed or ranked equally with concerns about 

academics and quality. The school as an institution was an important source of community for a 

number of White parents in particular. On the other hand, many Black parents expressed that 

their sense of community was less tied to the neighborhood or school (even if some desired such 

a community, they did not always feel they found it). Instead, Black parents often referred to 

church or Black social organizations such as sororities or service clubs as more central to their 

notion of community. Black parents were also more likely to state that the features of the home 

the idea of having the continuity 

of the K-8 school. So initially 

that was a draw. And then as time 

went on, it really was just our 

school community. 

Seeker (14%) 

1 Black parent 

Excellence Quality & 

academics, 

school culture 

So I was just, like DeKalb didn’t 

work. Gwinnett County didn’t. 

Where is he going to go? So let’s 

do what we need to do for my 

daughter and see what happens 

with him. So, he went to 

Whitefoord Elementary. Who 

knew? It ended up working for 

him. And . . . it was a failing, 

poor, low income school. But it 

worked for him. Of course, I still 

had to fight, and go to five hour 

IEP meetings, and demand that 

they put certain things in place 

and do this and that and this and 

that. But the point is, working 

well for my son was any school 

that was willing to accept my 

demands. 
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more than the features of the neighborhood were important to their housing decision. Whereas 

White families sometimes mentioned sacrificing space in order to stay in their neighborhood. 

This dichotomy is not exact. There were certainly Black families who found community in their 

neighborhoods and schools and White families who felt no particular allegiance to their 

neighborhood, but there did seem to be some distinction here by race. 

The social position of parents was highly relevant to their choice of neighborhoods and of 

schools. However, for White parents, which aspect of their social position was most salient 

varied across geography. Parents who were more sensitive to their class position were heavily 

concentrated in the North Atlanta cluster while parents who were more sensitive to their racial 

identity were more heavily concentrated in the Jackson cluster. Were these parents responding to 

signals in their choice of neighborhood or were they signaling something about themselves 

through their choice? I would argue both. This reciprocal nature of social and geographic 

positioning is what is at the heart of the concept of fit (Kafka 2022).  

In essence, White parents fell into two camps based on which place of privilege they 

were operating from. Although parents sometimes struggled to discuss their privilege, they were 

obviously aware of their positionality as they often framed their choice of school in relation to 

their position. For example, for White parents in North Atlanta racial diversity was not a 

concern. When I would bring up race many parents would give very limited responses or make 

claims about the greater importance of class as a segregating force. For these parents, quality was 

more important than diversity. Parents were operating from a place of racial privilege which 

allowed them to largely ignore the role of race. Many of these parents utilized a color-blind 

framing of their neighborhood and school choices (Bonilla-Silva 2006). On the other hand, these 
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parents were very sensitive to class distinctions and frequently downplayed their own wealth in 

relation to other, richer parents. 

Alternatively, in the Jackson cluster, White parents were very concerned about racial 

diversity and were able to speak eloquently on the subject. However, their dismissal of school 

quality as being significant is an example of their class privilege in action. These parents 

struggled to theorize about the intersection of race and class even as they acknowledged its 

existence. Parents pointed to the value their children would accrue through exposure to other 

racial groups, a form of value extraction such as racial capitalism would anticipate. And even 

when parents would not be so crude as to say so, many hinted at the value that their presence and 

involvement in the local school would bring.  

The Black parents in my sample were all middle to upper-middle class. Even the one 

parent who labeled herself as poor recognized that she had access to middle-class social and 

educational capital. These parents differed from the White parents in that they were equally 

motivated by their desire for quality and equity. Note here I use the term equity rather than 

diversity. For White parents seeking diversity, most of them thought of it in terms of exposure or 

as a benefit for their child. However, for Black parents seeking diversity, the concern was about 

protecting their children from harm. They were not necessarily motivated by a desire to integrate. 

In fact, some of these parents had traumatic memories of their own education as the sole Black 

child in a White space. Rather these parents felt that the “best” schools could also be scary places 

for their children. As such, their desire for diversity was not a desire for exposure to people of 

other races, but a desire for others of the same race as a form of safety.  

Black parents in this study were sensitive to both the race and class aspects of their 

identity, but how their race and class position informed their neighborhood and school choices 
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diverged. The middle-class Black parents of my sample often leveraged their class position to 

access nicer homes in nicer neighborhoods and/or to access private schools. On the other hand, 

even when Black parents embraced their racial and/or ethnic identity positively, their response to 

race in the context of schools was primarily one of harm reduction in primarily White spaces. 

There are a few contrary examples such as the Latina mother who was so pleased that her child’s 

enrollment in the DLI program gave her a closer sense of connection to her heritage and a Black 

mother who had a positive experience with an Afro-centric charter school. 

4.5.1 Limitations and Conclusions 

One limitation of my study may include the sampling design. Although the sampling 

design was purposeful in the sense that I was specifically recruiting parents of school-aged 

children from particular school zones, within that design the actual recruitment of participants 

hinged on convenience and snowball sampling. The study is not generalizable to other locations 

outside of the specific school clusters that served as my sampling frame. However, as this study 

is exploratory in nature, this design is appropriate. I attempted to achieve a more purposive 

sample to some extent, by spending a great deal of effort up front in recruiting a geographically 

and demographically varied sample. Although I wanted to be more flexible in my recruitment 

than a strict quota approach would allow, I did have a general sense of the variation I was 

seeking that guided my recruitment efforts. Nevertheless, I struggled to recruit families from the 

lower end of the socioeconomic spectrum as well as Hispanic families, so my results mostly 

speak to how middle- and upper-class Black and White parents approach school choice. 

Furthermore, there was typically only one parent present during the interview, making it difficult 

to ascertain what role the parents as a unit may have played in making school decisions. 
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However, based on my interviews and prior work, the work of choosing a school seems to 

remain primarily the mother’s job (Brown 2022). 

The other main limitation is also somewhat inescapable given the nature of the research, 

and this is accounting for researcher bias both in the sense of my presence potentially skewing 

responses and the potential for my own biases to affect the analysis. One way to handle this is to 

acknowledge the various roles and values I bring to my research design, data collection, and data 

analysis. As a researcher, it might be considered that I am in a position of formal authority. On 

the other hand, as a middle-aged, middle-class White woman with children in public schools, I 

might be seen more as a contemporary or a peer. How my research subjects view me and how I 

view myself are an important part of understanding the data collection process and to framing 

my analysis. This is often referred to as reflexivity. Furthermore, my values and beliefs about the 

values of a well-integrated public school system may be operating as a background assumption 

in my work.  

This chapter assessed the contributions of racial identity, class identity, and place 

meaning to notions of social fit. As parents consider neighborhoods and schools, they may 

exclude places that “are not for people like us” and focus on places where there might be a closer 

fit based on their social position. However, parents varied in terms of which identities were most 

salient to their choice and in their responses to reputational markers as they winnowed down 

their choice sets. Some parents were more attuned to notions of risk, while others framed their 

choices in terms of opportunities. These insights, together with my quantitative research, provide 

a broad overview of the role of place and identity in the continuing segregation of U.S. schools. 
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5 “WHERE DO YOUR KIDS GO TO SCHOOL? IT’S THE ATLANTA 

CONVERSATION IN SO MANY WAYS.” 

And then I was in Charlotte last week for work, and talking with a person there who is 

from Atlanta. She grew up in Buckhead, which is like a unicorn. I’ve never met someone 

who actually grew up there. She’s in her 60’s I think. And she said oh, my sister taught in 

APS. Where do your kids go to school? And it’s the Atlanta conversation in so many 

ways.  – MB, White Middle-class Mom 

 

This dissertation took up the question of how children are sorted across schools. 

Addressing a complex social issue requires acknowledging that many social processes have a 

structural antecedent, but that individuals and groups are also active participants in creating, 

changing, or challenging society. Given that most work on school segregation has focused on 

structural factors and most studies of school choice have examined the downstream effects of 

school choice, my project sought to connect the macro to the micro levels by examining the 

dynamics of school choice across a range of neighborhood contexts. I do this through a series of 

three studies: a quantitative multivariate analysis predicting enrollment in the assigned public 

school based on various dimensions of neighborhood change, a comparison of the racial 

enrollment gap between neighborhoods and schools across all nine clusters in Atlanta Public 

Schools, and interviews with parents of school-aged children in Atlanta on their neighborhood 

and school decisions. 

5.1 Key Findings  

My study of neighborhood context and school enrollment patterns sought to capture any 

compositional and contextual effects of the neighborhood on parents’ school choice. This 

included studying various dimensions of neighborhoods including racial composition, 

socioeconomic composition, neighborhood stability and/or change, social networks and place 

reputations and identities. This study has important implications for how school segregation 
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persists even as neighborhoods are becoming less segregated and more diverse. Overall findings 

suggest that families are sensitive to the neighborhood context when it comes to choosing a 

school. However, various aspects of the neighborhood may carry different weights for different 

families and how families respond to those signals may also differ in important ways. Below I 

enumerate and further explain key findings and contributions of this work.  

1. In families headed by married parents, parents with at least a college degree and/or 

parents who make more than $100,000 a year the child is less likely to attend their 

local public school. 

Prior research has shown that wealthier and more educated families are better situated to 

enact their choice preferences (Ball et al. 1995; Saporito and Sohoni 2007; Sikkink and Emerson 

2008). Thus, this finding is not particularly surprising, but is still worth mentioning as further 

evidence of this relationship. However, my study found that all else being equal Black families 

are no more or less likely to enroll in the local school than White families. This suggests that it is 

not something about the values or beliefs of White and Black families that leads to group 

differences in school enrollment, but rather something operating at the meso or macro level. This 

interpretation is further substantiated by prior research that shows even when parents express the 

same values or preferences around schools, which Black and White parents often do, they can 

wind up in very different places (Hastings et al. 2009). For instance, Kafka found that even 

parents who started with the same choice set initially, could wind up in vastly different schools 

as various influences come to bear on the winnowing of their choice sets (Kafka 2022). 

2. Neighborhood stability is a significant predictor of families enrolling in the local 

public school. 
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My logistic regression models predicting enrollment in the assigned public school 

attempted to parse out various aspects of the neighborhood and what they might mean for school 

choice. I estimated four different models using family sociodemographic predictors, linear 

neighborhood measures, and categorical neighborhood change over time both by race and class. 

One finding that stood out was the consistent role of neighborhood stability across all models. 

Neighborhood stability was operationalized as percentage of the neighborhood comprised of new 

residents. New residents consisted of anyone who had moved in within the last five years. For 

each percentage increase in new residents at the neighborhood level, families were 40% less 

likely to enroll in the assigned public school, independent of economic or racial change. Also 

relevant to this discussion is the measure of stability used. Historically in the literature 

neighborhood stability is calculated either as sociocultural stability (the residential mix by race, 

ethnicity, class, religion, etc.) or as economic stability (the neighborhood is not declining or 

ascending relative to other areas). Operationalizing stability as a measure of 

newcomers/oldtimers is not common, despite the fact that this distinction is frequently of interest 

in qualitative work on neighborhoods (Saracino-Brown 2009; Osman 2011). 

This is a significant finding, because there is relatively little research on neighborhood 

stability and residential or school preferences outside of more general work on im/mobility. 

What we do know is that residential stability is often linked to place attachment and social ties 

(Dawkins 2006; Brown and Perkins 1992). And that perceptions of stability/change are often 

linked to physical cues such as loss and or replacement of older buildings, homes, and retail 

outlets (Aitken 1990). The only other study known to examine stability and school choice found 

that socioeconomically stable neighborhoods had smaller white enrollment gaps in the local 

school than many other neighborhood types and that the white enrollment gap in 



 

105 

 

socioeconomically stable neighborhoods also changed the least over the course of a decade 

(Candipan 2019). Although Candipan’s measure is not directly comparable to my own measure 

of stability, Coulton and colleagues have found that most change in a neighborhood is due to 

changes between incomers and leavers rather than a change among stayers (Coulton et al. 2012). 

This suggests that what Candipan is capturing is likely also associated with a greater number of 

neighborhood stayers. 

3. Families in neighborhoods undergoing substantial racial/ethnic change are less likely 

to enroll in the local public school. 

There are two possible explanations for this finding. One is the racial turnover thesis, 

coming out of the Chicago school of ecological change. This theory states that urban 

neighborhoods go through cycles and that as a new group moves into an area, their arrival further 

propels the leaving of the previously established group whether due to conflict, avoidance, or 

changes to the environment in terms of housing costs, different shops and services, and so on. 

This pattern can be seen both in gentrification where middle- and upper-class families replace 

lower-class families and in white flight, where the arrival of Black or Hispanic families in a 

neighborhood precipitates a wave of White families moving out. The other interpretation is 

simply that change itself is destabilizing. However, given the fact that my categorical measure of 

socioeconomic change and my linear measures of gentrification did not seem to have the same 

effect indicates that racial composition is directly relevant to how parents think about schools, 

regardless of how relevant race is to how they think about neighborhoods. 

4. In the context of Atlanta, each of the three largest racial/ethnic groups show distinct 

spatial patterns of school enrollment. 
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The neighborhood school gaps further support my interpretation of finding #3. In this 

instance there are neighborhoods that are whiter than their school enrollment suggesting that 

even when White families choose a neighborhood, they may not choose the neighborhood 

school. On the other hand, all clusters at all levels (elementary, middle and high) with a single 

exception had a higher enrollment of Black students than were represented in the neighborhood. 

This could partially be due to fewer White students enrolling leaving behind a larger proportion 

of Black students but could also reflect some Black families from the six other clusters in APS, 

where there are concentrated pockets of Black poverty, seeking a “better” option through 

intradistrict transfer. Hispanic students had a distinctly different pattern where they were way 

overrepresented in one particular cluster. Even though this cluster already served the largest 

Hispanic population, it likely also drew additional Hispanic students from elsewhere in APS due 

to its focus on dual-language immersion programs. 

5. The APS neighborhood-school enrollment gaps by race are largest for Middle schools 

and most extreme for Black students. 

The other significant finding regarding the neighborhood-school gaps concerns when the 

gaps are largest and for whom. The gaps are largest in middle school and are particularly large 

for Black students across all levels of schooling and all clusters. Prior research has suggested that 

even when White and/or middle-class families are willing to take a chance on their urban public 

elementary school, they are less comfortable with this choice when it comes to middle and high 

school (Posey-Maddox 2013; Kimelberg 2014; Butler 2021). However, that does not explain 

why parents then return to the local school, at least in my data, for high school. There appears to 

be something specific to middle school that feels uncertain to parents and particularly to White 

parents. Black students are overrepresented in practically every cluster at every level in APS 
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even as the level of the White gap varies across clusters and level of schooling. This indicates 

more than simply a pattern of Whites opting out leaving a greater proportion of Black students in 

the school. This suggests there is also spatial sorting across schools happening within the Black 

population of Atlanta. Although this aspect of the study did not consider class, it is plausible that 

middle-class Black families, who are more likely to live in lower-income areas compared to their 

White counterparts (South et al. 2005; Reardon et al. 2015), are seeking educational mobility for 

their children. 

6. APS parents can be categorized into three groups based on their orientation to the 

school search: seekers, champions, and contented. There are spatial and racial 

patterns to the distribution of school choice orientation. 

My interviews with parents in the North Atlanta, Midtown and Jackson clusters 

uncovered three different ways that parents approached the school decision. Some parents were 

solely motivated by finding the right fit or the best option for their child. These families had 

often moved between a variety of school types seeking a good fit. These families were 

concentrated in the Midtown cluster, even though Midtown schools have a largely positive 

reputation. However, the middle school there had been through some difficult leadership 

transitions and upheaval in recent years causing some parents to reconsider their decision and 

other parents were dealing with either children with exceptional needs and/or the desire for a 

diverse yet high quality school option for their children who were of color.  

Champions are parents who were singularly committed to the idea of public school and 

were heavily invested in their child’s school. Often these parents were White and had their 

children in a school that was predominately Black. These parents often worked in education or 

related fields. Champions desired a diverse environment for their children and were less 
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concerned about the quality of the school or alternately they took a color-blind approach to the 

issue arguing that they were invested in their local school regardless of the racial makeup. To the 

extent they cared about reputation, their focus was on improving the school’s reputation, 

especially among other middle to upper-class White families. These families were heavily 

concentrated in the Jackson cluster. 

Contented parents were families for whom schools had been an important aspect of their 

choice of neighborhood and were pleased with the quality of the experience they had received 

thus far. These families were slightly more common in the North Atlanta cluster, but this group 

was less spatially concentrated than the others. This group was also more racially mixed whereas 

the seekers were predominately parents to children of color and champions were largely parents 

of White children. A few parents overlapped between Champions and Contented in the sense that 

the schools had not influenced their neighborhood selection (a Champion trait), but the parents 

were happy with the local school as is and did not seek to improve it per se or see their role in the 

school as a duty or a mission (a Contented trait).  

5.2 Bringing my results into focus 

To better understand my results in Chapter 2, consider what may be happening at the 

neighborhood level when neighborhood composition is changing. For example, while 

socioeconomic segregation has recently increased, it is mostly the result of growing inequality. 

Therefore, the residents of the neighborhoods may remain unchanged even as their fortunes 

collectively rise or fall. Although it would be possible to have a neighborhood that is both seeing 

residential turnover and socioeconomic change. On the other hand, where racial change is 

happening, of necessity this means in-movers and out-movers. Racial change is not only more 

visible, but it can also be more destabilizing because the individuals involved are also changing – 
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disrupting social ties and neighborhood social cohesion. One caveat to this, however, is that it is 

possible to have a stable racially diverse neighborhood at the population level while having 

individual level turnover. These examples show why distinguishing between compositional 

changes and contextual changes is important. If a parent's school choice is a reaction to 

compositional change, then that points to the enduring stigma or privilege of different social 

groups. However, if parents are reacting to the in and out-mobility of individuals, then this points 

to the disruption in their social networks and daily social routines for reducing trust in 

community institutions. Therefore, it seems reasonable to conclude that both social networks and 

group status may be relevant to how neighborhoods impact school enrollment trends. 

Chapter 3 examined the neighborhood-school racial enrollment gap in the city of Atlanta. 

There is a clear spatial distribution to the enrollment gap that is heavily influenced by the history 

of race and power in the city. The White population of Atlanta grew throughout the first half of 

the 20th century. Early on this was perhaps partly driven by the great migration, as Black 

residents left behind the Jim Crow south and went north looking for work (Jewell 2007). At the 

time, the remaining Black population was largely clustered due West of midtown/downtown, 

with some smaller clusters to the South (“The Changing Face of Atlanta” 2017). By 1952 city 

leaders sought to annex Buckhead to the North out of concern for the growing Black political 

power in the city. Buckhead was finally annexed in 1954, leading to a tripling of the White 

population overnight (Kruse 2005). However, there was soon to be another huge shift in the 

racial makeup of the city when just a scant decade later, school desegregation efforts began, 

leading some White families to leave. At the same time, suburbanization was happening, 

drawing even more White families out of the city (Keating 2001). During this period the 

remaining White population was largely clustered in the Buckhead area, with the Western, 
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Southern and Eastern portions of the city remaining majority Black (“The Changing Face of 

Atlanta” 2017). In recent years White residents have begun to return to the city while the largest 

growth of Black residents has been in the suburbs. Meanwhile, these historical patterns have led 

to a concentration of Black poverty in the center and to the southeast of town, a concentration of 

White affluence to the very north of town, a cluster of Middle-class Black residences to the 

southwest and a smattering of neighborhoods with a demographic mix by race and class in 

somewhat of a semi-circle from east to west to the north of downtown (“The Changing Face of 

Atlanta” 2017). What does this mean for school enrollment? Enrollment gaps by race can only 

exist when there are at least two sizable populations. Therefore, the gaps are largest in the 

neighborhoods with more racial diversity. However, the gaps were also larger in the majority 

White as compared to the majority Black neighborhoods. Race remains an important part of the 

neighborhood-school story, particularly in Atlanta. 

In Chapter 4, social networks were found to influence Atlanta parents’ decisions about 

where to live. The families I spoke with were all upwardly mobile or solidly upper-middle class 

living on the North or Eastside of the city – in the areas with the largest racial enrollment gaps. 

These families largely chose the neighborhoods they did because either their family and friends 

were there, it was close to their work, or they liked the social mix and amenities of the area. 

Whether it was personal or family networks, professional networks, or neighborhood social 

composition that drew them there, in the end families slotted into neighborhoods where they felt 

a sense of belonging or comfort. Interestingly, most respondents lacked knowledge of other parts 

of town. Therefore, it wasn’t so much that the other parts of town had a negative reputation 

(although they did for a handful of respondents), but that parents selected neighborhoods based 

on what was familiar and ignored everything else. 
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The parents I interviewed often sought a neighborhood and a school that felt welcoming 

while also offering opportunities and amenities. Because of the history of White supremacy in 

our country, many White, upper-middle class or otherwise more privileged parents were able to 

find a school of sufficient10 quality, with sufficient diversity, in an area of town where they felt at 

home. But some parents felt they had to choose between quality and diversity, leading to a 

divergence in those who focused primarily on finding a good social fit and those who focused on 

finding the best educational opportunity. Parents who were greatly concerned about racial or 

socioeconomic inequities often found themselves considering a different set of schools. On 

average, these schools had a greater proportion of Black students, poor students and/or had a less 

impressive reputation, but importantly these schools also had a small but vocal contingent of 

more advantaged parents. Parents who chose to focus on diversity often found a sense of 

belonging by being around other families who had the same values with regards to equity and 

education, but who also shared a similar background in terms of education/profession. Some of 

these families also made a place for themselves through volunteer work where they advocated 

for school improvements or promoted the school in the community.  

Meanwhile, parents of color who sought high quality educational opportunities for their 

children were faced with some challenges. Some parents left the public schools – one parent 

went to an Afro-centric charter school, another parent chose a small private school geared 

towards very bright Black children. But because these schools were so small, they also struggled. 

The Afro-centric charter school was not able to meet the needs of the child in question, 

especially during the Covid-era of online learning, and the small private school closed due to 

lack of funding. In other instances, parents were faced with making space for themselves and 

 
10 What met the criteria for sufficient quality or sufficient diversity of course varied across families. 
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their families, which sometimes meant letting themselves feel uncomfortable in a space in return 

for access for their children and sometimes meant protesting school policies that were racist, 

sexist or classist. 

5.3 How do place and choice work together in a system of racial capitalism? 

Based on the social structural sorting perspective, existing segregation patterns inform 

our social networks, spatial knowledge and daily activities, which in turn color our attitudes and 

beliefs about places such as neighborhoods and schools. However, some neighborhoods are 

experiencing growing polarization while other neighborhoods are experiencing rapid change. 

Meanwhile, the neighborhood-school connection is still strong in some places but weakening in 

others. What do these developments mean for how students are sorted into schools? In this 

dissertation I argue that parents respond to both compositional and contextual features of the 

neighborhood in their formation of place-reputations. For instance, in my studies I found that 

parents are sensitive to the number of new residents, changes in neighborhood racial makeup, the 

location of their social networks, and issues of school quality and diversity. As a result of this 

information, which is further informed by and filtered through their own experiences in our 

system of unchecked capitalism and white supremacy, parents begin to build a mental list of 

acceptable and unacceptable schools. This suggests that social networks, social fit, and social 

status as formulated through race and class identity may all be relevant to the decision to enroll 

in the local school. Parents tended to prioritize a school that was diverse and of high quality, but 

whether parents were able to find a local public-school option that fit their social position and 

social disposition varied.  
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5.4 Limitations and recommendations  

 Inspired by calls to link the macro to the micro, to investigate the heterogeneity of 

neighborhood effects and to better understand the divergence of residential and school 

segregation, I undertook a three-part study of school choice within the context of changing 

neighborhoods. By utilizing a range of data, methods, and analytical tools I was able to shed 

light on how neighborhoods affect school segregation via compositional and contextual effects.  

And informed by theories of racial capitalism, spatial identity, place reputation, and spatial 

sorting I was able to connect my findings to a broader field of study.  

Despite the many contributions of this work, there are also a number of limitations. 

Attempting to piece together information across various scales and methodologies to paint an 

overall picture of school segregation today, was a challenge. Regarding my first study, working 

with restricted data meant that I had limited access to the data. In future studies I hope to further 

use the very rich NCES data to consider more closely notions of neighborhood and school 

choice. In particular, I would like to model interactions by race, age and length of residence to 

see how individual demographics may affect the impact of neighborhood change on school 

enrollment. Perhaps being able to access this data under my own license will ease the difficulties 

of working with restricted data and allow me to more fully explore all that this dataset has to 

offer. 

In my second study, discussed in Chapter 3, I focused on the White, Black and Hispanic 

neighborhood school gaps. I was unable to analyze the Asian, Pacific Islander, Native, Multi-

racial and Other racial categories due to issues of sample size. Furthermore, in an ideal world, 

racial data would be more nuanced and instructive (López and Hogan 2021). Perhaps there are 

ways moving forward to examine the experiences of these populations in Atlanta through other 
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means such as a case study, focus groups or interviews. Other methodological challenges that if 

overcome would prove fruitful include future analyses at the neighborhood or school level, rather 

than the cluster level, pulling in private and charter school data to gain a larger picture of school 

enrollment across the city, and following student cohorts as they transition through the school 

system.  

Finally, my third study which makes up Chapter 4 of this dissertation, faced the usual 

limitations of small-scale qualitative work, such as non-probability sampling and ability to 

generalize the findings. In particular, this study relied heavily on self-selection and snowball 

sampling which informed my sample and therefore my findings. My sample was almost 

exclusively middle and upper-middle class and primarily consisted of White and Black families. 

Moving forward, I would like to explore different recruitment strategies in my efforts to reach 

Latino and lower-income families in Atlanta. Additionally, a study of the remaining 6 clusters in 

APS would open up new areas of study, particularly around the intersection of race and class. I 

have also considered reworking my interview guide to better access information about social 

networks and social capital. These aspects of relational space have been important in other 

theoretical and empirical work, but to date my own research has not fully explored their potential 

relevance. 

One of the potential criticisms of my approach has been the very big and broad nature of 

this dissertation. While this has perhaps kept me from a more narrow and deep treatment of 

select variables or hypotheses, there are long-term benefits to be found. This dissertation has laid 

the foundation for my research agenda for the next 5-10 years, at least, and perhaps for a 

lifetime. By coming at the question of school segregation and neighborhood change from 

multiple angles, I offer a more comprehensive view of this complex social issue and of the many 
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questions that remain. For instance, I have only just scratched the surface of my very rich 

qualitative data with Atlanta parents. There is much more yet to glean about how these parents 

think about neighborhoods and schools. I also hope to not only expand my research to other 

neighborhoods in Atlanta, but also to other cities in order to conduct some comparative work. I 

am personally very interested in how school segregation operates in less studied locales such as 

the suburbs and small towns. Other potential avenues of study arising from this work include 

paying greater attention to how place identity, attachment and reputation is created, sustained 

and contested as well as how the application, as opposed to the construction, of choice sets vary. 

I also want to build on previous work of mine looking at social networks, social capital, race and 

place identity to notions of trust and risk.  

5.5 Where do we go from here? 

In this dissertation I found that a change in neighborhood race/ethnic makeup was 

negatively associated with enrollment in the local school while the level of neighborhood 

stability (calculated as percentage of long-term residents) was positively associated with 

enrollment in the local school in a nationally representative dataset. However, my in-depth 

analysis of Atlanta identified a great deal of heterogeneity in how, where, when and for whom 

these aspects of the neighborhood mattered. In a city with relatively limited public choice 

compared to many other contemporary urban areas of the U.S., the neighborhood-school 

connection remains strong, especially for parents of White children. On the other hand, for 

middle and upper-middle class parents of nonwhite children, the neighborhood-school 

connection was more tenuous, even for parents who expressed a preference for neighborhood 

schools. Many families of color place a great deal of value on education while also navigating 

school settings that are not always welcoming and sometimes downright traumatic. Attention in 
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the literature has often focused on keeping White families in public schools to address 

segregation. However, nonwhite family decisions can also impact school stratification and are 

worthy of study too. In the end the question is, why can’t we provide a diverse and quality school 

experience for everyone? 

This brings me to the policy implications of my work. It is my contention that while 

policy ought to come from a people first orientation, policy as a tool is better suited to organizing 

environments than behavior. As a result, the question of how people interact with their 

environment and the social structure at large is hugely important. To that point, when the 

ultimate goal of concerned policy makers has been to decrease segregation, the approaches have 

always been based on the movement of people, whether through choice policies, redrawn 

boundaries, bussing, transfers, etc. However, if the ways in which schools are organized and 

funded reify race as a signifier of quality, then I think a better goal is to undermine that 

connection through quality improvements, thus unmaking the need for desegregation or choice 

policies at all.  

As the White population proportion continues to decline in the U.S. (Frey 2020), the 

number of predominately White schools will also decline, making those schools increasingly 

competitive and exclusive. Meanwhile, at the other end of the spectrum we have already seen 

what shifting demographics combined with school choice have wrought – the closure of 

underenrolled schools that leave large swaths of the city educational deserts (Shaw 2017; Ewing 

2018). So, while there may be reasons to prefer diversity for its own sake, if we are motivated by 

equity then ensuring quality options across the board (and to be clear, this does mean greater 

investments in certain schools) is the best way to break the association between race and quality. 

Improvements in quality will lead to 1) racial sorting having less impact on children’s outcomes 
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which then means 2) race becomes less salient as a feature to sort on. In other words, getting the 

snowball effect to move in the opposite direction. However, this paradoxically requires an 

explicit attention to race upfront. As cities plan for growth, they must make sustained 

investments in underinvested areas, areas that are often low-income and/or nonwhite. 

Investments will decrease stigma and open up new options that are real choices for families 

seeking a neighborhood or school. 
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APPENDICES  

Appendix A 

Appendix A.1 Interview Guide 

Atlanta Neighborhood-School Enrollment Study 

Interviewer: Sarah Roche, M.A. 

Georgia State University 

Dissertation Research 

 

Prior to the interview review the purpose of the interview and study. Refer to the information 

sheet and go over it with the participant.  

 

“Good morning. My name is Sarah Roche and I am conducting these interviews as part of my 

dissertation on neighborhoods and schools in Atlanta. These interviews are confidential and I 

am the only one who will have access to your information. Furthermore, you do not have to 

respond to any question that makes you uncomfortable and we can stop the interview entirely 

at any time. For ease of transcription, I would like your permission to record the interview. 

These recordings and the transcripts will not have your name on them. Do you have any 

questions?” 

Make sure that the respondent has an opportunity to ask any questions related to the research. 

Once they have had their questions answered, give them a copy of the information sheet.  

 

I: Personal Background & Housing Search 

“Thanks again for your willingness to talk with me today.  Please stop me any time if you 

have questions and remember you can skip a question if you want to at any time. To get 

started, I’d like to ask you some questions first about your background, just so I can get 

oriented." 

Main Topics/Questions     Key words/Suggestions for Probes 
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1) I’d like to start by getting a little 

background information on you.  Can 

you tell me a little about where you grew 

up and went to school? 

City, neighborhood, kind of school 

(public/private, etc.) 

 

 “Great, thanks, that gives me a good idea of your background.  Now I’d like to focus on your 

life now and hear about how you came to live here. “ 

 

2) Can you tell me the story of how you 

came to live in this neighborhood?    

 

(This should be a longer conversation using 

the probes to right as suggestions for what to 

cover) 

 

Features of the neighborhood  

 

Sources of information about the neighborhood 

How long have you lived in the Atlanta area? 

Have you lived in this neighborhood or part of 

town that whole time? 

What other parts of Atlanta have you lived in 

or considered living in?    

How is the neighborhood you selected 

different from the other ones you considered?   

What were the particular things that attracted 

you to this neighborhood?  

What did you know about it before you moved 

in?  Who did you talk to about it? 

How were your [family/friends/etc.] involved 

in helping you make this decision? How 

important was their input? 
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What information was most important or 

influential in your decision? 

In your search process, how much does the 

features of the particular home weigh in 

comparison to features of the neighborhood? 

3) How likely is it you’ll still be in this 

neighborhood in 3-5 years?   

Tell me more about why. 

Is that what you would like?   

Would you rather be living elsewhere and 

why?  

4) Can you describe the people in your 

neighborhood?  

 

What are the predominant racial/ethnic groups 

represented? How do you think these different 

groups get along in this community?   

About how often do you come in contact with 

people of these groups in your neighborhood? 

Where/how?   

Do you like this mix?   

Do you wish it were different?   

Is it changing?   

Do you have a lot of interaction with people 

from your neighborhood either formally or 

informally (around the block or in community 

organizations)?  
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Does any of this happen in the course of your 

daily routine, or do you have to make a 

particular effort to interact with neighbors? 

5) [If they haven’t talked about it already], 

How did your thinking about schools 

influence your housing decisions? 

How old were your child(ren) when you 

moved here?  

Did you know about schools in the 

neighborhood before you moved? 

 

II: School Search 

“Thanks.  Now I have some questions about your children(s) education) 

6) Can you tell me where your kid(s) go to 

school and a little bit about the school? 

[Probe for type  (e.g., public/private, 

neighborhood, charter, etc.) of school and 

grade level]. 

7) Tell me the story of how she/he came to 

attend that school?  

How long have your children gone to this 

school? How old were they when you moved 

here?  

Did you know anything about this school 

before you started looking to enroll your 

child? If so, what information did you have 

and what was the source of information?   

If this is a new school, where did they attend 

previously? If your children go to different 

schools, tell me about that decision. 
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8)  [Share screen with respondent showing 

list from Appendix A1.] What factors 

were most important when identifying a 

good school for your child? 

Probe based on response. 

Why were [these factors you named] 

important to you? 

What trade-offs did you make when thinking 

about where to send your child to school?  

9) [Share screen with respondent showing 

list from Appendix A2.] Which people 

were most important in helping you to 

figure out school options? 

Who did you most frequently discuss school 

options with? 

Whose opinion weighed most heavily with 

you in the decision making process? 

10) Tell me about the school your child 

attends and what your experience has 

been there. 

Given the list from earlier [Appendix A] how 

close does your kids school come to your 

priorities?  (Probe mismatch). 

What kinds of kids attend the school (probe 

for school’s demographics, e.g., race, language 

groups, etc.)?   

Do you feel comfortable in the school? Have 

you gotten to know other staff or families at 

the school? 

11) [Show them the map of schools in their 

neighborhood, Appendix A3].  Looking 

at this map of schools in your area, what 

do you know about them?     

[If their child is attending school outside the 

immediate area] Why isn’t your child going to 

one of these other schools? 

How does your child’s school compare to 

these other schools?  
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Is there a school in your neighborhood you 

would not consider and why 

III: Final Questions 

“Thanks. I just have a few final questions.” 

12) How has your racial identity factored 

into your understanding of your 

neighborhood? 

Do you have much contact with other 

racial/ethnic groups in neighborhood or 

elsewhere? 

 

13) Do you think it is important in your 

children’s lives? In your child(ren)’s 

schools? 

How has your race/ethnicity shaped the kinds 

of opportunities and/or challenges you have 

experienced? Particularly when thinking about 

neighborhoods and schools? 

14)  Can you answer some demographic 

questions for me? 

Who lives in the home with you and what are 

their relationships to you? 

What are the ages, genders and racial/ethnic 

background of the family members? 

What is the highest level of education of 

yourself and/or partner? 

How would you describe your socioeconomic 

status? 

 

Those are all my “official questions.”  What have I forgotten to ask about?  What else 

would you like to say? 
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Appendix A.2 Who Did I talk with when Choosing a School? 

When choosing a school for my child, I mostly talked to….{rank in order} 

1. My spouse/partner and my child(ren) 

2. My parents, siblings, aunts/uncles, in-laws or other family outside the household. 

3. Close friends. 

4. My neighbors, people in the community, parents of other kids. 

5. School staff. 

6. Other contacts such as people at church, at work, or in my social networks. 

 

 

Example Whiteboard 
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Appendix A.3 School Features to Consider in Choosing a School 

When choosing a school for my child, I am most likely to consider….{indicate top 5} 

Academics  

1. Test scores and graduation rates 

2. Specific program offering 

3. Class size 

4. Teacher preparation/credentials 

Culture 

1. I know other families that have gone or are going there. 

2. I feel comfortable in the building and with the faculty/staff.   

3. Parent involvement is high. 

4. The environment is welcoming to all. School is culturally competent. 

Convenience 

1. They offer aftercare.  

2. There is a bus route. 

3. Proximity to home/work. 

4. It is our local school. 

Security 

1. I have confidence in the school’s monitoring of behavior. 

2. I have confidence in the school’s discipline policies. 

3. The school is located in a safe neighborhood. 

4. Facilities are in good condition. 
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Quality  

1. Nice campus/facilities  

2. Activities and program offerings are top notch  

3. High rate of college admissions  

4. Has a good reputation 

 

Example Whiteboard 
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Appendix A.4 A Map of Atlanta Area Schools 

https://www.google.com/maps/d/u/0/edit?mid=1HQNInYZ9UIepSs-

U8t5wa3MWHUh9sIk&usp=sharing 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.google.com/maps/d/u/0/edit?mid=1HQNInYZ9UIepSs-U8t5wa3MWHUh9sIk&usp=sharing
https://www.google.com/maps/d/u/0/edit?mid=1HQNInYZ9UIepSs-U8t5wa3MWHUh9sIk&usp=sharing
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