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The purpose of this article is to determine the effect of open enrollment 

programs on socioeconomic and academic stratification within Colo-

rado Springs School District 11.  Over the past fifteen years, both inter

- and intra- district open enrollment have become increasingly popular 

in Colorado, and specifically within District 11.  Proponents of school 

choice believe open enrollment programs lead to equity in the educa-

tional system by providing lower income students with the opportunity 

to attend a public school in a richer neighborhood; yet, within District 

11, open enrollment policies exemplify the existing socioeconomic 

stratification.  This study reveals that more students in neighborhood 

schools participated in the free and reduced lunch program than in 

choice schools, and that the percentage of students using this service 

increased faster at neighborhood schools than choice schools.  Moreo-

ver, competitive economic pressures do not force all schools to im-

prove at equal rates in academic quality.  Fifth grade students at 

choice schools consistently outperformed their neighborhood school 

counterparts on the mathematics portion of the Colorado Student As-

sessment Program (CSAP), and, yet, the test scores at choice schools 

improved more rapidly than at neighborhood schools. 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this article is to evaluate the effects of open enroll-

ment policies in an individual district (Colorado Springs School District 11) 

with a focus on open enrollment‘s effect on socioeconomic and academic strat-

ification in the public school system.  Results from this study provide useful 

information to educational administrators and policy makers when deliberating 

reforms of the current open enrollment policy. 

A major question in the school choice debate is ―Does school choice 

lead to educational equality?‖  The key term of the school choice debate is 
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―equality‖ which is difficult to define.  The Oxford English Dictionary defines 

equality as ―the state of being equal, especially in status, rights, and opportuni-

ties‖ and further describes the term ―equal‖ as ―being the same in quantity, 

size, degree or value.‖ In Brown v. Board of Education, the Supreme Court 

ruled against the Plessy v. Ferguson doctrine of ―separate but equal‖ (163 U.S. 

537).  This study determined that while no two schools are identical and, thus, 

no two schools are perfectly equal, if certain schools are growing further apart 

in quality (such as segregated schools in the 1950s or choice/neighborhood 

schools today), then unfair inequality certainly exists.   However, a lack of 

research on the effects of school choice policies creates difficulties in deter-

mining whether school choice leads to educational equality. 

Today, the academic impact of school choice is largely unknown.  

Current research extends to various school districts, but rarely addresses the 

overall impact of open enrollment.  One reason behind the lack of research to 

date is privacy issues; frequently, school level data is not available because of 

small student counts (Holme and Richards 156).  As open enrollment programs 

have become increasingly popular, some school level data has become availa-

ble, such as in Colorado Springs School District 11.  Moreover, most data 

available until recently was in the form of aggregate data, which can be decep-

tive (Holme and Richards 156).  For instance, knowing the percentage of 

choice school students across the nation on free and reduced lunch plans does 

not provide any knowledge about possible socioeconomic stratification.  If half 

of choice school students participate in the free and reduced lunch program, 

then the data appears to show integration; however, one school could contain 

all students on the free and reduced lunch plan and another school may contain 

all students paying full price for his/her lunch.  To counter the aggregate data 

dilemma, this study analyzes Colorado Springs School District 11, a district 

that has provided data on permits in and out of its schools since 2003.   

This study looks at both socioeconomic and academic stratification by 

analyzing the percentage of students on the free and reduced lunch plan, and by 

analyzing fifth-grade students‘ scores on the mathematics section of the Colo-

rado Student Assessment Program (CSAP).  The study hypothesizes that open 

enrollment policies lead to increased socioeconomic stratification between 

choice and neighborhood schools. And thus, this study hypothesizes that the 

percentage of students on the free and reduced lunch plan will be higher at 

neighborhood schools than at choice schools and that the percentage of stu-

dents on free and reduced lunch plan will increase faster in neighborhood 

schools than in choice schools as open enrollment becomes increasingly popu-

lar.  This study also hypothesizes that open enrollment programs will lead to 

increased academic stratification:  CSAP scores will be higher in choice 

schools than neighborhood schools, and as open enrollment becomes increas-

ingly popular, CSAP scores in choice schools will increase at a faster rate than 

those in neighborhood schools.  

Currently, academics unanimously embrace the concept that school 

choice must be constrained by a set of rules and regulations.  The educational 

system cannot be a completely free market, which Adam Smith idealizes.  
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However, debates persist concerning which rules and how many rules are nec-

essary for the best possible educational system.  The only way to solve this 

dilemma is by discovering more about the effects of school choice policies. 

What follows in this article is a second chapter reviewing the scholar-

ly literature of the school choice debate, focusing on economic pressures, soci-

oeconomic stratification, and academic stratification.  The following chapter, 

or the methodology section, will outline the techniques used to analyze the 

relationship between choice schools and the percentage of students on the free 

and reduced lunch plan, as well as test scores. The fourth chapter will present 

the results of the application of data.  Finally, the fifth chapter will make con-

clusions, followed by the concluding chapter, which will make recommenda-

tions based on the analysis of the aforementioned sections.  

 

Background 

 

Defining School Choice 

 

 ―Public school choice‖ has multiple meanings, but there are three 

main forms of choice necessary to understanding the current debate: charter 

schools, open enrollment programs, and the voucher system.  First, charter 

schools are public schools which students attend free of charge; however, a 

student must be admitted into a charter school.  Some charter schools have 

strong academic programs, while others are more academically accepting.  In 

particular, magnet schools have a specialized focus, typically in math and sci-

ence or in the arts.  The specificity of magnet schools allows a student to delve 

further into his/her fields of interest because the school offers courses tailored 

to the student‘s needs.  Second, open enrollment programs can be implemented 

within an individual district or an entire state.  These programs allow students 

to choose to attend a public school outside of his/her assigned attendance zone.  

Usually transportation will not be provided for students participating in open 

enrollment programs and the government gives a portion of the family‘s taxes 

to the district where the student attends school, instead of the district where the 

family resides.  Finally, in the voucher system, the state gives parents a vouch-

er that transfers funds to the student‘s school of choice, including private 

schools.  All three forms of choice have different effects; yet, the arguments 

for and against all choice programs are fairly similar.  

 

Political Debate: The State’s Role in Education 

 Throughout most of history, politicians have debated a state‘s role in 

education.   The argument over school choice is not merely an argument about 

education, but rather, the debate parallels the political theories about the role of 

the state in society. The scale ranges from classical liberals, who give parents 

the strongest rights, to communitarians, who give states the strongest rights.  

Classical and political liberals are most likely to support school choice, where-
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as progressive liberals and communitarians are most likely to oppose school 

choice; comprehensive liberals can sway either way.   

 Both classical liberals and political liberals have similar concepts of a 

state‘s role in society and are most likely to support open enrollment programs.  

Locke and Mill, the leading proponents of the classical liberals, believed the 

state should be limited to protect ―life, liberty, and property;‖ similarly, politi-

cal liberals, led by Rawls and Galston, believed in protecting constitutional 

rights while promoting pluralism and autonomy (Godwin and Kemerer, 67-68).  

Mill argued the state should fund education, but not necessarily provide educa-

tion.  He believed the only regulation a state should have was literacy and nu-

meracy tests because he believed the development of practical skills was nec-

essary for economic self-sufficiency and political self-government (Godwin 

and Kemerer, 25).  The political liberals argue some regulation of schools is 

necessary, but in agreement with the classical liberals, believe education devel-

ops tolerant citizens, and thus, leads to successful autonomy.  Classical and 

political liberals emphasize parents‘ control of content when dealing with vir-

tue and what constitutes a good life and a good person; whereas, progressive 

liberals and communitarians, on the opposing end of the scale, support the 

state‘s decisions with regard to content (Godwin and Kemerer, 77-78). 

 Progressive liberals and communitarians agree the state‘s role is to 

fund and provide as a monopoly; communitarians are specifically against the 

existence of private schools and both oppose open enrollment programs. Simi-

lar to their views of the state‘s role in society, both believe citizens should sup-

port the decisions made by the state or community: they put great faith in the 

democratic process.  Progressive liberals believe in creating a deliberative and 

egalitarian democracy with multiple shared values.  In line with their views of 

the state‘s role in society, progressive liberals believe that the goal of education 

is to develop shared common values ―emphasizing science, creativity, partici-

patory democracy, and political and economic equality,‖ ensuring the practical 

skills for economic self-sufficiency (Godwin and Kemerer, 91).  Likewise, 

communitarians believe the state should provide the structure through which 

the community will create the values it wants to promote and, thus, believe the 

role of education is to develop participatory concerns of citizens who share 

common values and to recognize the state‘s duty to society (Godwin and Ke-

merer, 82).  Progressive liberals and communitarians argue that school choice 

programs take away from the democratic process which is essential to the sur-

vival of the United States.  

 The political arguments behind school choice are the fundamental 

disagreements when debating educational policy at the national level.  Howev-

er, equally important to writing policies are the actual results: the effectiveness 

of competitive, economic pressures in affecting socioeconomic diversity and 

academic achievement among public schools.    
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Economic Pressure 

 

 Economically, proponents of school choice believe choice leads to 

improved performance at neighborhood schools due to competitive pressures.  

Students want to attend better schools; thus, to attract more students, schools 

must increase in quality.  Conventionally, public school districts‘ funding 

comes from property taxes; if a student elects to attend a school in another dis-

trict, the government gives his/her family‘s property taxes to the district where 

he/she attends school, rather than where he/she lives.  Parents will favor dis-

tricts that produce higher achievement for a lower local tax liability.  Thus, 

when families move, they are more likely to relocate to a district with a better 

school system because stronger districts have extra property taxes from out-of-

district families and, therefore, less local tax liability.  In districts with less 

successful schooling systems, housing demands will drop and property values 

will fall (Hoxby, 302).  Therefore, in theory, not only for the school‘s sake, but 

also for the prosperity of the district, every school should aim to improve in the 

hopes of attracting more students and families into the district.  

However, those against school choice programs argue that public 

schools do not run exactly like a for-profit business.  The education market is 

neither perfect nor complete; therefore, mechanisms that normally raise stand-

ards can be compromised (Goodwin, 272). Furthermore, strong, competitive 

programs are disadvantageous for some students who do not thrive in a com-

petitive environment.   The system can further stratify academic achievement 

rather than improve students‘ success rates. Burges and Slater suggest competi-

tion does not have a statistically significant effect on school performance.  

Many experts believe competitive pressures increase educational 

quality.  Parents are a resource which principals utilize to create and fulfill a 

vision for their school.  In a study of Minnesota, traditional public schools ben-

efited because of the existence of charter schools.  The implementation of char-

ter schools increased awareness of the importance behind customer satisfac-

tion.  However, all of the statistically significant data in this study was qualita-

tive, rather than quantitative: test scores did not appear to improve (Abernathy, 

73-88).  Some experts argue that school choice does not improve student 

achievement, but rather, merely redistricts students, leaving the overall educa-

tional quality of the district unaffected (Astin).  

 

Socioeconomic Stratification 

 

One of the greatest fears among opponents of school choice is that 

despite the program‘s intentions, choice provides a vehicle for segregation by 

race, class, special education, and religion.  Most school choice policies, such 

as Colorado‘s Public School of Choice Act of 1990, do not allow students to 

open enroll if it conflicts with desegregation plans, which conquer the issue of 

racial segregation.  However, the issue of open enrollment yielding socioeco-

nomic stratification looms as a constant fear. 
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Proponents of school choice argue the programs ensure equity by 

―[extending] to all a privilege that was previously available only to those able 

to afford houses in desirable suburban catchment areas or to send their child to 

a fee-paying school‖ (Goodwin 272).  Moreover, supporters of choice believe 

open enrollment policies increase diversity within the schooling system be-

cause students from poorer communities, generally consisting of minorities, 

can move to schools in richer communities, generally consisting of white stu-

dents.  In theory, school choice has the potential to increase diversity, but do 

choice schools actually promote diversity or do they lead to socioeconomic 

stratification? 

In Henig‘s book Spin Cycle, he reviews charter schools and concludes 

that on the whole, these schools do not lead to segregation, but his results are 

inconclusive because paralleling most research to date, he is unable to analyze 

each individual school.  His research concludes that at an aggregate level, char-

ter schools are actually more likely to enroll students of lower socioeconomic 

status.  Over the past decade, the percentage of students on the free and re-

duced lunch plan at charter schools and traditional public schools has been 

comparable at the national level (Henig 96). However, as discussed in Chapter 

1, aggregate data can be deceptive, and not all learning environments are nec-

essarily integrated. While no analysis has been done to analyze individual 

states, there are known instances of charter schools increasing segregation.  For 

instance, ―in Texas, whites moving into charter schools moved into schools 

that had 10 percent fewer blacks and 2.3 percent fewer Hispanics than the 

school they were leaving‖ (Henig 100).   Charter schools and any other form of 

choice school will increase the opportunity for ―white flight‖ from an area with 

a concentration of minorities and further allows rich students to flee poorer 

school systems. 

In another study of an individual district, the Denver Public School 

System, Holme and Richards concluded the open enrollment policies further 

exemplify socioeconomic stratification (168). If a student wants to attend a 

school outside of his/her attendance area, there are greater costs, such as trans-

portation, which deter poorer students from choosing a school outside of his/

her attendance zone.  Additionally, Holme concluded that, on the whole, white 

students were more likely to transfer out of racially diverse districts into dis-

tricts with more white students; thus, the Denver open enrollment program 

realistically increases segregation rather than diversity (Holme and Richards, 

168).  

One potential reason behind socioeconomic stratification is that for 

school choice programs to be equal, all individuals must have the same, perfect 

information.  Yet, not all families receive the same information regarding 

school choice.  Bell, representing the Educational Testing Service, recognizes 

this dilemma in her paper: ―All Choices Created Equal?‖  She says the three 

options parents have are to not search for a school, to conduct a closed search, 

or to conduct an open search (197-198). While any parent can make any of 

these decisions, the process remains unfair because parents receive different 

information.  Frequently in poorer areas ―information [is] . . . often either par-
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tially or wholly inaccurate – concerned with the reputation of schools instead 

of the curricular, test score, and other academic data about the school.  Despite 

this, the information was highly valued‖ (Bell, 194).  Thus, parents from lower 

socioeconomic areas generally make less informed decisions than those from 

higher socioeconomic areas, increasing the difficulty of closing the socioeco-

nomic gap through the ―equality‖ of school choice.  

While theoretically schools of choice have the opportunity to increase 

diversity, in reality the research done to date shows open enrollment policies 

increase segregation.  No studies have been completed analyzing all of Colora-

do; most research parallels this study by analyzing one district.  Socioeconom-

ic stratification is not the only potential negative effect of open enrollment pol-

icies; school choice provides opportunities for all forms of segregation to esca-

late.  

 

Academic Satisfaction 

  

 Test scores are critically important because they serve as a quantita-

tive measure of a school‘s academic success.  As previously mentioned, com-

petitive economic pressures should provide an incentive for all schools to im-

prove, but in reality, not all schools are improving. Increased test scores at 

choice schools have the potential to lead to decreased test scores at traditional, 

neighborhood schools (Bell).   

 Private schools are the epitome of choice schools; all students who 

attend private schools chose to attend the school and pay tuition to attend the 

school.  In a study of public and private schools, John Chubb and Terry Moe 

found that the educational environment of private schools was more conducive 

to learning than that of public schools (Hoxby, 128).  More relevant to this 

study was Peterson et al.‘s review of public and private schools focusing on 

quantitative data.  The study analyzed the change in test scores for African-

American students moving from public to private schools in three cities: D.C., 

New York City, and Dalton, Ohio.  Dalton et al. concluded that, on the whole, 

attending a private school has a ―moderately large‖ effect on test scores 

(Hoxby 134). They analyzed the results of the Iowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS) 

in both reading and mathematics.  On average, African-Americans who 

switched to private schools scored 0.18 standard deviations higher after one 

year, 0.28 standard deviations higher after two years, and 0.30 standard devia-

tions higher after three years (Hoxby 134).  These two studies demonstrate the 

benefits of private schools through qualitative measures, the educational envi-

ronment, and quantitative measures (test scores).   

Open enrollment policies do not allow students to attend private 

schools free of charge, but they do allow students to attend charter schools 

which are public schools paralleling private schools because all students 

choose to attend the school and charter schools select all their students.  Ac-

cording to Schemo, a New York Times reporter, ―the first national comparison 

of test scores among children in charter schools and regular public schools 

shows charter school students often [performing] worse than comparable stu-
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dents in regular public schools‖ (8/17/2004, A1).  Many, such as Amy Stuart 

Wells, a sociology professor at Columbia University Teaching College, attrib-

ute the findings to ―a lack of accountability.  [Charter schools] really are une-

ven in terms of quality‖ (Schemo, 8/17/2004, A1).    After the first critiques of 

charter schools‘ effectiveness, future studies were completed comparing char-

ter schools to traditional public schools. Most important to charter schools‘ 

redemption is Tom Loveless‘ study of 569 charter schools across ten states 

revealing ―that while charter school students typically score lower on state 

tests, over time they progress at faster rates than students in traditional public 

schools‖ (Henig 76).  Loveless concludes that charter schools or ―public 

schools of choice‖ are effective in improving test scores for their own students.  

With students in private schools scoring higher than those in traditional public 

schools and students in charter schools improving faster than those in tradition-

al public schools, an academic divide begins to form between schools of choice 

and traditional public schools.  

To successfully improve overall educational quality, students at all 

academic levels must improve, not just those who are able to attend his/her 

school of choice.  In a study of the NYC schooling system, Rosenbloom ana-

lyzes the negative consequences on non-admits, those who are not able to en-

roll in their school of choice.  Over time, students who remain in poorer 

schools begin to blame themselves and many ―non-admits‖ become highly 

critical of his/her school.  Additionally, non-admits feel they have fewer oppor-

tunities than their counterparts at choice schools and, consequently, over time, 

motivated students become discouraged.  In an interview, one student noted 

that ―when you got influences around you, . . . it really is hard.  There are all 

these commercials that say if you want to do good, you really could.  They got 

to understand that there are negative influences surrounding us all the time, 

constantly‖ (Rosenbloom, 9).  These negative feelings stress the pre-existing 

academic gap between schools of choice and public schools, forming difficul-

ties for public schools that are trying to raise their test scores to remain com-

petitive with choice schools.  

Paralleling this study, Howe studies the importance of test scores 

among public schools in an individual district: Boulder Valley School District 

(BVSD).  In Howe‘s analysis of BVSD, she determined that students request-

ing open enrollment for the sixth and ninth grades, generally, have higher test 

scores than their BVSD cohorts, and apply to attend schools where students 

earn higher test scores (Howe 7). Thus, the open enrollment pool consists of 

more high-scoring students and causes ―skimming:‖ some schools gain a dis-

proportionate number of high-scoring students while other schools lose a dis-

proportionate number of high-scoring students (Howe 7).  Howe concludes that 

the movement of students causes academic stratification within the BVSD 

(Howe 9).   
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Methodology 

 

 In order to provide context for this research, Chapter 3 will first dis-

cuss the selection of the analyzed district, Colorado Springs School District 11.  

The following sections will explain the mechanisms behind the selection of 

data and the analysis of the collected data.  

 

Setting 

  

 The goal of this study is to examine the effects of open enrollment 

policies within one region, Pikes Peak, and to examine how choice trends re-

late to patterns of socioeconomic and academic stratification.  When determin-

ing a district to analyze, the most important qualities were the state and dis-

trict‘s policies, the district‘s participation in open enrollment programs, the 

district‘s proximity to other districts, and the district‘s range of socioeconomic 

standings; Colorado Springs School District 11 met all of these prerequisites.  

Because this study only analyzes one district, an important aspect of 

the study is its ability to recommend areas for further research on the larger 

scale of the national school choice debate; thus, the chosen district‘s rules and 

regulations involving school choice policies needed to parallel the forty-three 

other states with inter-district open enrollment programs.  The Colorado Public 

Schools of Choice Act of 1990 required all public school districts in Colorado 

to permit both inter- and intra- district open enrollment (C.R.S. 22-36-101).  

Under the law, the only circumstances in which a student cannot choose his/her 

public school are a lack of space or teaching staff, a lack of necessary pro-

grams to fulfill a student‘s needs, if a student does not have the prerequisites 

for a given program, if a student must remain in his/her assigned attendance 

zone to comply with desegregation plans, and if a student has been expelled 

(C.R.S. 22-36-101).  These restrictions are common traits in most open enroll-

ment policies, specifically the compliance with court-ordered desegregation 

plans (Holme and Richards, 154).  Moreover, Colorado‘s plan does not require 

districts to provide transportation for any out-of-district students.  This regula-

tion parallels most states‘ policies because only two states require transporta-

tion assistance for all students and only seven states require transportation as-

sistance for students from low-income families (Holme and Wells).  Overall, 

Colorado Springs School District 11‘s open enrollment policies represent a 

typical school choice district and, thus, the district serves as an appropriate, 

representative district necessary for this study‘s analysis. 

 Furthermore, the district‘s increasing participation in the open enroll-

ment program is integral to analyzing this study‘s data because this study fo-

cuses on change over time. Since Colorado‘s open enrollment law took effect 

in the 1994-95 school year, the open enrollment program has become increas-

ingly popular across the state: 60,916 students participated in the program dur-

ing the 2009-10 academic school year which is a large jump from the 22,993 

students who participated during the 2000-01 academic school year.  The in-

creased participation at the state level is also represented within Colorado 
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Springs School District 11 (Colorado Department of Education).  As Table 1 

displays, both the number of District 11 students attending out-of-district 

schools and the number of out-of-district students attending District 11 schools 

has increased over the past decade. 

 Equally important in choosing Colorado Springs School District 11 

was the proximity of neighboring districts.   Colorado Springs School District 

11‘s location encourages both inter- and intra- district open enrollment.  Unlike 

Detroit, which has one school district per twenty-four square miles, Colorado 

Springs 11 is more spread out, encouraging intra-district enrollment (Holme 

and Richards 154).  However, as Figure 1 shows, Colorado Springs School 

District 11 borders seven other districts: Academy 20, Falcon 49, Elicott 22, 

Widefield 3, Harrison 2, Cheyenne Mountain 12, and Manitou Springs 14.  

 The bordering districts provide an opportunity for students to enroll in 

a nearby district, promoting inter-district open enrollment as well.  By having 

both inter- and intra- district enrollment in Colorado Springs School District 

11, the study analyzes the effects of open enrollment policies in general, rather 

than limiting the study to a specific form of open enrollment.  

Finally, the chosen district had to consist of families from a large 

breadth of socioeconomic statuses; a model that Colorado Springs School Dis-

trict 11 fulfills.  One of the most important variables in this study was the per-

centage of students on free and reduced lunch plans.  The study hypothesized 

that open enrollment programs would lead to increased socioeconomic stratifi-

cation; to test this hypothesis, socioeconomic stratification had to be a possible 

Academic 

 Year 

Number of Out-of-District Stu-

dents Attending District 11 

Schools  

Number of District 11 Students 

Attending Schools Out of District 

2009-2010 2,064 4,880 

2008-2009 1,945 4,124 

2007-2008 1,862 3,494 

2006-2007 1,614 2,656 

2005-2006 1,566 2,498 

2004-2005 1,501 2,216 

2003-2004 1,479 1,886 

2002-2003 Data not available 1,628 

2001-2002 Data not available 1,331 

2000-2001 Data not available 1,227 

Table 1. 

District 11’s Increreasing Mobility 

Source: Colorado Department of Education 
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result.  Therefore, the chosen district had to contain families from different 

socioeconomic statuses.  During the 2009-10 academic school year, 51.4% of 

District 11‘s K-12 students were on the free and reduced lunch plan, 9.7% of 

students were on the reduced lunch plan, and 41.7% of students paid full prices 

for his/her lunch (CDE Data Summary Report from Student October Count, 

2009).  Since the state determines free and reduced lunch plans by family in-

come, the range of lunch plans is representative of the range of family incomes 

within Colorado Springs School District 11. 

 

Data Collection 

 

 This study looks at both the effects of open enrollment policies on 

socioeconomic and of academic stratification between choice and neighbor-

hood schools.  There are three necessary analyses:  defining a choice school, 

determining open enrollment‘s effect on socioeconomic stratification, and de-

termining open enrollment‘s effect on academic stratification.  For all three 

analyses, the study could have analyzed multiple quantitative data sets; yet, 

this study chose to analyze the number of permits in and out of Colorado 

Springs School District 11‘s elementary schools, the percentage of students on 

the free and reduced lunch plan, and the scores of fifth grade students on the 

Mathematics CSAP. 

 First, when determining schools of choice, there were two important 

decisions: the schools the study would analyze and how the study would com-

pute schools of choice.  The study chose to analyze Colorado Springs School 

District 11‘s elementary schools.  Colorado Springs School District 11 current-

ly consists of thirty-five elementary schools, nine middle schools, five high 

schools, seven charter schools, and ten alternative options (District 11 Web-

site).  Thus, by assessing elementary schools, the study would have the largest 

sample size which reduces the margin of error.  Next, a traditional public 

school was defined as a choice or a neighborhood school.  Then, when deter-

mining whether a traditional public school was a choice or neighbourhood 

school, the simplest method was to look at the number of students entering an 

elementary school from outside of the school‘s attendance zone and the num-

ber of students leaving a school to attend a school outside of one‘s assigned 

attendance zone. A ―choice school‖ had positive net permits and a 

―neighbourhood school‖ had zero or negative net permits.   This analysis relies 

on the inter- and intra- district transfer data from the 2003-04 academic year 

through the 2009-10 academic year for Colorado Springs School District 11 

region which was obtained from the District 11 website.  Since the study anal-

yses the past decade, the data went back as far as possible within the past dec-

ade which was the 2003-04 academic school year. 

 Second, when analysing socioeconomic status, this study decided to 

analyse the percentage of students participating in the free and reduced lunch 

program.  This analysis relies on the data obtained from the Colorado Depart-

ment of Education.  The data provided by the Colorado Department of Educa-
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tion was useful because it broke down the results by elementary school, where-

as district data frequently focused on the district as a whole. 

 Finally, when analysing academic stratification, this study decided to 

analyse test scores; specifically, the fifth-grade Mathematics CSAP.  Test 

scores are a straight-forward quantitative measure representing academic un-

derstanding.  This study chose to analyse fifth grade results because the results 

represent the school‘s teachings over the past five to six years for students who 

did not transfer into the given school.  Also, sometimes a school‘s curriculum 

does not prepare students specifically for the CSAP; however, before a student 

leaves an elementary school, he/she should be prepared to enter a middle 

school and, thus, should have learned and comprehended most of the material 

on the CSAP.  This study chose to analyse the mathematics section in particu-

lar because of the test‘s quantitative nature.  Unlike the reading and writing 

Figure 1. 

Pikes Peak Region‘s School District Boundaries 

 

Source: Colorado Department of Education 
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sections where a grader subjectively scores a section of the exam, the mathe-

matics exam consists of questions that are either correct or incorrect.   Objec-

tiveness is critical when analysing quantitative data, so the mathematics section 

fits the needs of this study the best.  This data was also obtained from the Colo-

rado Department of Education.  

 

Data Analysis 

  

 The first step when analysing data was to determine a definition for a 

choice school.  Under Colorado‘s inter-district open enrolment program, stu-

dents can choose to attend any school in Colorado and with the movement of 

students out of his/her assigned school, some schools are more likely to obtain 

students, whereas other schools are more likely to lose students.  The elemen-

tary schools were split into two categories: ―choice schools,‖ containing stu-

dents from outside of the school‘s attendance zone, and ―neighbourhood 

schools,‖ containing mostly students from the school‘s assigned attendance 

zone.  The method used to determine each school‘s category was to sort the 

data by the number of net permits at each elementary school (Permits In – Per-

mits Out).   

 As seen in Table 2, if the number of net permits is greater than zero, 

then the school was categorized as a ―choice‖ school, and if the number of net 

permits was zero or less, then the school was categorized as a ―neighborhood 

school.‖  This data was calculated over seven years to ensure that the average 

number of net permits would not be skewed by one outlying year. 

 The next step after each school was analyzed and placed into one of 

two categories: ―choice‖ and ―neighborhood‖ was to determine if open enroll-

ment leads to socioeconomic and/or academic stratification. So, for each year, 

the average percentage of students on free and reduced lunch plan was calcu-

lated for each category.  This data was then plotted on a graph (Figure 2).  The 

same mechanism was used to create the time-series graph for Figures 3 and 4 

which used the variables percentage of fifth grade students scoring advanced 

on the mathematics CSAP and percentage of fifth grade students scoring profi-

cient and above on the mathematics CSAP.  The study analyzed those scoring 

advanced to determine a difference exists in high-level of achievement, as well 

as proficient and above to determine if a difference exists in the percentage of 

students meeting the state‘s expected knowledge level. 

 While Figure 2 had a high R2 values, Figures 3 and 4 had lower R2 

values, so the highest and lowest outlying data points were taken off of each 

data set.  In Figure 3, the choice data points eliminated were for 2007 and 2009 

academic years and the neighborhood data points eliminated were for 2005 and 

2009 academic years.  This changed the R2 value from 0.7973 for choice 

schools and 0.6021 for neighborhood schools to 0.888 and 0.7879 respectively.  

In Figure 4, the choice data points eliminated were for 2007 and 2009 academ-

ic years and the neighborhood data points eliminated were for 2006 and 2008 

academic years.  By removing the high and low data points, the R2 value 



166 

 

L
in

co
ln

 
-7

7 
-9

4 
-1

0
3 

-8
1 

-1
0

0 
-9

8 
-4

4 
-8

5 
N

eig
h
b

o
rh

o
o

d
 

L
o

n
g

fello
w

 
-4

6 
-2

1 
-6

6 
-5

7 
-1

8 
-1

0 
  

-3
6 

N
eig

h
b

o
rh

o
o

d
 

M
ad

iso
n

 
6

1 
5

2 
5

9 
6

9 
-3

6 
-1 

-4
6 

2
3 

C
h
o

ice 

M
artin

ez 
-6

9 
-7

0 
-6

3 
-7

0 
7

 
-8 

1
3 

-3
7 

N
eig

h
b

o
rh

o
o

d
 

M
id

lan
d

 
1

2 
1

0 
1

5 
3

7 
2

1 
2

 
-7 

1
3 

C
h
o

ice 

M
o

n
ro

e 
-2

9 
-4

7 
-6

7 
-6

0 
-1

1
1 

-7
7 

-9
7 

-7
0 

N
eig

h
b

o
rh

o
o

d
 

Q
u
ee

n
 P

alm
er 

-3
2 

-3
1 

-2
9 

-3
7 

-4
3 

-5
0 

-1
4 

-3
4 

N
eig

h
b

o
rh

o
o

d
 

P
en

ro
se 

1
3

4 
1

1
4 

9
5 

7
0 

1
8 

5
 

2
6 

6
 

C
h
o

ice 

P
ik

e 
-9 

-1
5 

-1
5 

-2
3 

-2
8 

-2
6 

  
-1

9 
N

eig
h
b

o
rh

o
o

d
 

R
o

g
ers 

-1
1 

-1 
2

1 
6

 
5

 
-1

5 
-4

9 
-6 

N
eig

h
b

o
rh

o
o

d
 

R
u
d

y
 

-1
3

3 
-1

5
4 

-1
6

8 
-1

5
9 

-1
3 

3
 

3
 

-8
9 

N
eig

h
b

o
rh

o
o

d
 

S
co

tt 
2

5 
5

3 
3

6 
6

2 
2

3 
3

7 
4

3 
4

0 
C

h
o

ice 

S
teele 

8
1 

5
8 

7
4 

6
6 

5
9 

5
3 

  
6

5 
C

h
o

ice 

S
tratto

n
 

1
5

5 
1

4
9 

1
5

0 
1

4
2 

1
5

6 
1

9
5 

1
8

1 
1

6
1 

C
h
o

ice 

T
ay

lo
r 

8
2 

7
0 

7
2 

8
5 

6
7 

8
4 

9
2 

7
9 

C
h
o

ice 

T
railb

lazer 
6

3 
6

0 
6

5 
6

9 
5

6 
8

0 
1

1
3 

7
2 

C
h
o

ice 

T
w

ain
 

-7
1 

-6
9 

-1
0

7 
-9

1 
-2 

-2
8 

-7
1 

-6
3 

N
eig

h
b

o
rh

o
o

d
 

W
ash

in
g
to

n
 

1
0

2 
7

3 
9

1 
1

1
0 

1
0

5 
9

6 
  

9
6 

C
h
o

ice 

W
h
ittier 

-2
0 

-1
7 

2
3 

1
2 

7
 

6
 

  
2

 
C

h
o

ice 

W
ilso

n
 

-1
7 

-1
3 

-3
8 

-6
4 

1
1 

-3
2 

2
5 

-1
8 

N
eig

h
b

o
rh

o
o

d
 



167 

 

T
a

b
le 2

. 

N
et P

erm
its In

 a
n
d

 O
u
t o

f D
istrict 1

1
‘s E

le
m

e
n
tary

 S
ch

o
o

ls 

S
ch

o
o

l N
a

m
e 

N
et P

er
m

its (P
er

m
its In

 –
 P

er
m

its O
u

t) 
C

a
teg

o
ry 

0
3
-0

4 
0

4
-0

5 
0

5
-0

6 
0

6
-0

7 
0

7
-0

8 
0

8
-0

9 
0

9
-1

0 
A

v
er

a
g

e 

A
d

a
m

s 
-5

2 
-2

8 
-5

4 
-5

0 
-3

5 
-2

5 
  

-4
1 

N
eig

h
b

o
rh

o
o

d
 

A
u
d

u
b

o
n

 
-2

2 
-8 

-5 
-3

6 
-4

2 
-5

5 
-6

9 
-3

4 
N

eig
h
b

o
rh

o
o

d
 

B
ates 

1
3 

2
0 

1
4 

2
0 

3
5 

1
0 

-2
4 

1
3 

C
h
o

ice 

B
risto

l 
2

6 
2

8 
3

0 
2

2 
3

1 
2

8 
-4 

2
3 

C
h
o

ice 

B
u
en

a V
ista 

-6
7 

-3
3 

-2
4 

4
 

-1
3 

-1
5 

1
4

6 
0

 
N

eig
h
b

o
rh

o
o

d
 

C
arv

er 
-1

6 
-2

5 
-2

6 
-5

3 
1

5 
4

 
1

 
-1

4 
N

eig
h
b

o
rh

o
o

d
 

C
h
ip

eta 
1

1 
2

3 
3

1 
2

5 
5

6 
5

4 
4

4 
3

5 
C

h
o

ice 

C
o

lu
m

b
ia 

2
8 

4
7 

1
 

3
6 

1
5 

3
6 

7
3 

3
4 

C
h
o

ice 

E
d

iso
n

 
-2

6 
-1

8 
-1

8 
-4

8 
-3

1 
-2

6 
-9 

-2
5 

N
eig

h
b

o
rh

o
o

d
 

F
re

m
o

n
t 

-7 
1

2 
4

0 
4

0 
9

 
3

9 
-1

9 
1

6 
C

h
o

ice 

G
ran

t 
7

6 
8

2 
4

9 
5

7 
4

0 
3

3 
5

 
4

9 
C

h
o

ice 

H
en

ry 
6

2 
5

3 
4

6 
1

9 
3

 
-8 

1
5 

2
7 

C
h
o

ice 

H
o

w
b

ert 
7

4 
7

5 
4

3 
5

3 
7

1 
8

3 
4

4 
6

3 
C

h
o

ice 

H
u

n
t 

-9 
-1

9 
-1

3 
-1

9 
2

 
0

 
-7

6 
-1

9 
N

eig
h
b

o
rh

o
o

d
 

Iv
y
w

ild
 

6
 

4
 

-4 
-2 

1
1 

-1
0 

  
1

 
C

h
o

ice 

Jack
so

n
 

-5 
-1

1 
-2

9 
-3

4 
-2

3 
-2

0 
-4

7 
-2

4 
N

eig
h
b

o
rh

o
o

d
 

Jefferso
n

 
5

0 
8

0 
7

6 
7

3 
4

1 
3

4 
  

5
9 

C
h
o

ice 

K
eller 

1
4

4 
1

6
4 

1
7

7 
1

4
8 

1
5

1 
1

2
7 

1
5

0 
1

5
2 

C
h
o

ice 

K
in

g
 

7
0 

6
5 

5
6 

4
4 

2
2 

3
 

-2
4 

3
4 

C
h
o

ice 



168 

 

changed from 0.701 for choice schools and 0.6243 for neighborhood schools to 

0.8221 and 0.775 respectively.  

 

Discussion 

 

Socioeconomic Stratification 

 

The first analysis in this study compares choice schools and neighbor-

hood schools in relation to the percentage of students on the free and reduced 

lunch plan. As Figure 2 shows, neighborhood schools consistently have a high-

er percentage of students on the free and reduced lunch plan than choice 

schools.   Moreover, the number of students requiring payment assistance has 

been increasing since 2002.  This data has a fairly linear trend: the neighbor-

hood school data had an R2 value of 0.9923, which rounds to a perfect fit of 1, 

and the choice school data had an R2 value of 0.9096.  Additionally, the neigh-

borhood schools have a steeper slope, 0.0329, than choice schools, whose trend 

line has a slope of 0.0215.  Displaying that each year, on average, neighbor-

hood schools have 3.29% more students on the free and reduced lunch plan, 

while choice schools have 2.15% more students on the free and reduced lunch 

plan.   

 

Academic Stratification 

  

 The second analysis was of test scores to determine if open enroll-

ment causes academic stratification between choice and neighborhood schools.  

This study used two methods of analysis, both looking at fifth grade scores on 

the mathematics section of the CSAP.  Figure 3 compares choice and neighbor-

hood schools in relation to students scoring advanced on the mathematics 

CSAP, thus testing if there is a difference in high-level achievement between 

choice and neighborhood schools.  Figure 4 compares choice and neighbor-

hood schools in relation to students scoring proficient and above on the mathe-

matics CSAP, thus testing if there is a difference in the schools‘ abilities to 

meet state standards.   

The analysis of Figure 3 reveals that while both choice and neighbor-

hood schools have more students performing at an advanced level each year, 

choice schools consistently have a higher percentage of students scoring at an 

advanced level than neighborhood schools.  Moreover, the data also reveals 

that students are improving at a faster rate in choice schools than neighborhood 

schools.  In neighborhood schools, each year 1.67% more of fifth-grade stu-

dents achieve an advanced level on the mathematics CSAP, and in choice 

schools, each year 2.28% more of fifth grade students achieve an advanced 

level on the mathematics CSAP.  Both choice and neighborhood schools ap-

pear to be improving at a linear trend with R2 values of 0.888 and 0.7879 re-

spectively, displaying a high level of goodness of fit.  

The analysis of Figure 4 parallels the analysis of Figure 3, revealing 

that while both choice and neighborhood schools have more students perform-
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ing at a proficient and advanced level each year, choice schools consistently 

have a higher percentage of students scoring at a proficient and advanced level 

than neighborhood schools.  Moreover, the data also reveals that students are 

improving at a faster rate in choice schools than neighborhood schools.  In 

neighborhood schools, each year 2.18% more of fifth grade students achieve a 
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proficient or advanced level on the mathematics CSAP, and in choice schools, 

each year 2.71% more of fifth grade students achieve a proficient or advanced 

level on the mathematics CSAP.  Both choice and neighborhood schools ap-

pear to be improving at a linear trend with R2 values of 0.8221 and 0.775 re-

spectively, displaying a high level of goodness of fit.  
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Conclusion 

 

 The major question permeating this article is ―Does school choice 

lead to educational equality?‖  While defining equality is extremely difficult, 

defining what is not equality is quite straightforward.  If school choice policies 

only improve education for those privileged enough to attend a choice, then the 

system does not lead to equity.  Thus, this article sought to examine if socioec-

onomic and academic stratification developed between choice and neighbor-

hood schools as open enrollment programs become increasingly popular.  The 
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study concluded that open enrollment exemplifies both forms of stratification 

in Colorado Springs School District 11.  This chapter will begin by making 

conclusions about socioeconomic stratification, followed by academic stratifi-

cation.  The concluding section will summarize the study‘s findings. 

 

Socioeconomic Stratification 

 

 This study hypothesized that open enrollment does not lead to educa-

tion equality.  Within Colorado Springs School District 11, this article hypoth-

esized that the percentage of students on the free and reduced lunch plan would 

be higher in neighborhood schools than choice schools and that the percentage 

of students on free and reduced lunch plan will increase faster in neighborhood 

schools than choice schools, as the open enrollment program becomes increas-

ingly popular.   

The findings discussed in Chapter 5 supported the hypothesis of soci-

oeconomic stratification. Figure 2 shows neighborhood schools consistently 

having a higher percentage of students on the free and reduced lunch plan than 

choice schools.  With more students at choice schools requiring payment assis-

tance, this study reveals that individuals at neighborhood schools are consist-

ently of a lower socioeconomic makeup than their companions at choice 

schools.  More importantly, over time, open enrollment has been increasing 

and in accordance with this study‘s hypothesis.  Figure 2 also shows the rate of 

neighborhood schools‘ students requiring aid increasing faster than the rate of 

choice at choice schools.  Specifically, Figure 2 displays that each year, on 

average, neighborhood schools have 3.29% more students on the free and re-

duced lunch plan, while choice schools have 2.15% more students on the free 

and reduced lunch plan.  This difference of 1.14% of students each year dis-

plays a growing distance between choice and neighborhood schools, implying 

that open enrollment programs lead to a lack of equity in the educational sys-

tem. 

 

Academic Stratification 

 

 This article also analyzed academic stratification between choice and 

neighborhood schools by looking at fifth grade students‘ scores on the mathe-

matics CSAP.  Similar to with socioeconomic stratification, this study hypoth-

esized that academic stratification would exist, and thus, hypothesized that 

CSAP scores will be higher in choice schools than neighborhood schools.  And 

moreover, this study hypothesized that as open enrollment becomes increasing-

ly popular, the CSAP scores in choice schools will increase at a faster rate than 

those in neighborhood schools.  Both of these hypotheses were supported by 

the findings discussed in Chapter 5.  

 The first hypothesis answered the question, ―Do students perform at a 

higher level in choice schools?‖  The study first looked at the percentage of 

students scoring in the advanced level on the mathematics CSAP because this 

percentage reveals the school‘s ability to help its students achieve a high level 



173 

 

of success.  As expected, Figure 3 displays choice schools consistently having 

more students score at an advanced level than neighborhood schools.  This 

study also analyzed the percentage of students scoring at a proficient or above 

level on the mathematics CSAP to determine if a difference exists between 

choice and neighborhood schools‘ ability to reach state standards.  Once again, 

Figure 4 displays choice schools consistently having a higher percentage of 

students scoring at a proficient or above level than neighborhood schools.   

 The second hypothesis looked at the rate at which choice and neigh-

borhood schools were improving to see if choice schools were improving faster 

than neighborhood schools.  Figures 3 and 4 display this data.  For students 

scoring at an advanced level, this study revealed that in neighborhood schools, 

each year 1.67% more of fifth grade students achieve an advanced level on the 

mathematics CSAP, while 2.28% more of fifth grade students achieve an ad-

vanced level on the mathematics CSAP at choice schools each year.  Moreo-

ver, for students scoring at a proficient or above level, the study revealed that 

in neighborhood 2.18% more students perform at a proficient of above level 

each year and in choice schools, 2.71% more students perform at a proficient 

or above level each year.  In both analyses, students attending choice schools 

improved at a faster rate than their cohorts in neighborhood schools.  Thus, the 

gap in test scores between choice and neighborhood schools is growing larger, 

leading this study to conclude that open enrollment has a positive effect on the 

growing socioeconomic gap between choice and neighborhood schools. 

 

Summary 

  

 In conclusion, this report analyzed socioeconomic and academic strat-

ification through quantitative measures (test scores and percentage of students 

on the free and reduced lunch program) and, specifically, their rates of change.  

Both of these statistics revealed that socioeconomic stratification exists within 

Colorado Springs School District 11 because more students at neighborhood 

schools are on the free and reduced lunch plan than at choice schools and the 

percentage of students requiring payment assistance is increasing more rapidly 

at neighborhood schools than at choice schools.  Furthermore, both of these 

statistics also revealed that academic stratification exists within Colorado 

Springs School District 11 because more students at choice schools consistent-

ly outperform their counterparts at neighborhood schools at an advanced level, 

as well as a proficient or above level.  Finally, choice schools improve their 

test scores faster than neighborhood schools.   

 

Recommendations 

 

 As discussed in Chapter 5, this study determined that open enrollment 

leads to both socioeconomic and academic stratification in public elementary 

schools.  Important to this study‘s findings would be to see if the same patterns 

of stratification appear in other districts within Colorado and to analyze the 
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entire state of Colorado. This research also reveals areas for future research 

including: school closings, student-to-teacher ratios, and secondary schools. 

 During the duration of this study, seven elementary schools in Colora-

do Springs School District 11 closed: Adams, Ivywild, Jefferson, Longfellow, 

Pike, Washington, and Whittier.  Interestingly, three of these schools were 

neighborhood schools and four of these schools were choice schools, display-

ing that the district did not necessarily close the least popular schools.  Addi-

tionally, if each school is ranked according to the average net permits (as seen 

in the above Table 2) with highest net permits ranked first, then the closed 

schools received an average ranking of 21.43 which is close to the district‘s 

average of 19.5.  Future research could be done to determine if districts tend to 

close down less popular schools, rather than more popular schools.  

 Future research should also be done analyzing other aspects beyond 

socioeconomic and academic stratification because these are not the only two 

qualities that are important when evaluating the quality of a school.  Some oth-

er important values are the student to teacher ratio, the percentage of teacher‘s 

teaching in the subject where they earned their degree, and school attendance 

rates.  While subjective and not worth analyzing on its own, Colorado‘s school 

accountability rating takes all of these variables into account when calculating 

a schools ranking (1 = Low, 2 = Average, 3 = High, 4 = Excellent).  As Figure 

5 shows, there is a difference between choice schools and neighborhood 

schools in SAR Ratings which include other variables beyond academic 

achievement, implying that these other variables should be tested.   

Interestingly, Figure 5 and 6 look remarkably different.  Figure 5 ana-

lyzes Colorado Springs School District 11‘s elementary schools, whereas Fig-

ure 6 analyzes Colorado Springs School District 11‘s secondary schools.  

Neighborhood schools are improving in SAR ratings much faster in secondary 

schools than elementary schools.  One cause could be the slightly different 

qualifications.  Secondary ratings consider the percentage of teachers teaching 

in the subject area where he/she earned his/her degree which elementary rat-

ings do not consider.  Moreover, the elementary data set compared forty-one 

schools, whereas the secondary data set only compared thirteen schools giving 

the secondary school data set a greater margin of error.  Either way, the differ-

ences shown in SAR data between elementary schools and secondary schools 

suggest a study should be done in a larger district to include secondary schools.  

The important variables behind choosing a school could be significantly differ-

ent at the elementary and secondary level.   
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