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Introduction

Consistent disparities in urban schools sparked political interest in education reform.
Tennessee was one of the first states awarded a Race to the Top grant, which provided $500
million in funding for educational innovations. Among other initiatives, charter schools and
school choice programs became a popular tool for addressing educational inequities in ur-
ban communities. The contention is that the unique approach to accountability and achieve-
ment offered by charter schools would alleviate persistent disparities in urban school sys-
tems by providing low-income and minoritized communities access to high-performing
schools. Presumably, by availing themselves of choice schools, there would be greater inte-
gration of students from socially and economically marginalized communities into schools
with students from more wealthy and socially advantaged communities. Research examin-
ing school choice initiatives have typically focused on student outcomes. It remains unclear
if these policies reduce the population-level inequities frequently found in urban commu-
nities.

Researchers have long been interested in how families make decisions about where to
enroll their children in schools and how inequitable access to high quality education shapes
enrollment outcomes (Darling-Hammond, 1998). There are complex social and cultural
dynamics students and their families navigate in urban spaces, especially when choosing
schools. Braddock’s (1980) perpetuation theory contends that people largely experience
similar social, racial, and economic compositions across various domains of their lives
over time. This perspective suggests that schools and, by extension, school choices, are a
potential lever for changing patterns of marginalization in urban spaces. At the same time,
scholars (e.g., Wilson & Bridge, 2019) argue that without policy attentive to socio-spatial
dynamics of urban spaces, these divisions will continue to remake disparities between priv-
ileged and marginalized communities. Using Nashville as a case study, this paper examines
enrollment data to better understand how social and spatial divisions in the urban fabric of

the city shape how parents navigate school options before and after the expansion of school



choice.

Socio-Spatial Boundaries in Urban Education

In much of the United States, public schools are geographically assigned. For much
of the twentieth century, families would enroll their students in nearby elementary schools
that feed into middle and high schools (Schneider et al., 2000). School catchment areas
determine which school a student is meant to attend at each stage of the process, and the
majority of students attend their neighborhood schools (Grady et al., 2010). This creates a
relationship between a school and the neighborhoods it serves, which is often referred to
as a neighborhood-school link (Rich & Owens, 2023). School resources are explicitly tied
to neighborhood resources through the use of local taxes to fund schools, but they are also
connected to the people served by the school. Neighborhood schools can be anchors of their
broader geographical communities, building stronger social ties across these spaces (Bur-
dick—Will, 2018). A school well embedded in and supported by the community it serves is
mutually beneficial, with housing decisions often made to gain access to a particular school
(Rhodes & Warkentien, 2017).

A consequence of a geographically assigned schooling system is that the social and
structural factors that influence the housing market manifests in the school system as well.
Families, often due to social and economic factors, have limited access to the most desir-
able neighborhoods which in turn result in limited access to the most desirable schools.
Securing housing in the catchment area for what is perceived to be a great school is often a
competitive process (DiSalvo & Yu, 2023). It is also more difficult to manage a consistent
school experience for those who are more mobile, like many renters, since they either need
to seek exemptions or switch schools if they cross school catchment boundaries. School
attendance boundaries, in this case, can serve as limitations on the types of schools a stu-
dent has access to. Because schools are tied to geography in this way, it is important to

understand how these boundaries relate to other aspects of spatial discrimination urban



communities face.

Urban school districts are marked by a complex relationship to the history of the com-
munities they serve. Most urban communities in the U.S. South, throughout their history,
implemented policies that promoted de jure and de facto residential racial segregation. The
history of a space informs how people engage with it, and divisions between communities
extend into other aspects of urban life, including the public school system. Residential
segregation provided the foundation for the creation and maintenance of other segregated
spaces, including schools (Denton, 1996; Feagin, 2006). Sociological studies (e.g., Owens,
2017) describe how housing functions to maintain exclusivity of these schools given that
many school systems are geographically based. High quality schools drive up housing
prices (DiSalvo & Yu, 2023), and families with the resources to live near these schools
can more easily make schooling decisions that reproduce their class status (Gewirtz et al.,
1995). For example, Lareau (2014) finds that school reputation is an important considera-
tion for where families decide to live when they are moving to the suburbs. Low income
families rely on vouchers and other policy supports to gain access to these high-status
spaces (Bender et al., 2016), but this does not always lead to gains in schooling opportunity
(Deluca & Rosenblatt, 2010). The ability to both define and restrict access to high-status
schools and neighborhoods creates an imbalance in access for marginalized communities
whose schools and neighborhoods are stigmatized by these processes.

The inequitable distribution of access to high-quality schools is a function of the his-
tory of a city, making it important to understand the history and mechanisms of residential
segregation at play. Affluent families engage in efforts to maintain spatial distance (South
& Crowder, 1998) from marginalized groups. Perhaps the most pronounced example of
this can be seen in how White flight marked the expansion of American suburbs following
World War II (Erickson, 2017; Lareau & Goyette, 2014). White families moved from the
inner city to majority white neighborhoods outside the urban core. These neighborhoods

were not accessible to others through a mix of private and public discrimination codified



through policies from the Federal Housing Administration (Denton, 1999). These pro-
cesses made racial discrimination tangible by artificially inflating the value of property in
White areas of the city at the expense of other communities. White homeowners benefited
from a virtuous cycle of investment that allowed them to build wealth while the com-
munities that were left behind saw active disinvestment (Howell & Korver-Glenn, 2018).
Through this process, there became a formal link between Whiteness and affluence in urban
spaces that shape how families engage in their communities (Yazdiha, 2022). Even after
the passage of the Fair Housing Act of 1968, these communities were out of economic
reach for many non-White families.

These patterns result in a systematic devaluation of neighborhoods in the city that
persists today. Areas of the city historically associated with Whiteness are connected to
affluence, while areas associated with minoritized groups are marked by disadvantage.
Socio-spatial boundaries along these lines are both physical and symbolic (Yazdiha, 2022).
School districts, especially those in the U.S. South, historically used school attendance
boundaries to further clarify the distinction between these spaces (Richards & Stroub,
2015). Through this, the public school system plays an important role in defining so-
cial and spatial boundaries in the urban landscape. The classification as an “urban” school
is used to describe the challenges faced by marginalized schools as much as it is used to
describe where they are located (Milner, 2012). In some communities, it carries a stigma
that marks these schools as inferior or insufficient, burdened by low test scores, truancy
and poor discipline. These schools face heightened public scrutiny and are stigmatized by
virtue of being compared to higher-performing schools in affluent suburbs.

The symbolic stigma of urban schools is made real through the educational decision-
making process. Schools and neighborhoods are linked (Rich & Owens, 2023), and schools
coded as “urban” carry that stigma to the neighborhoods they serve. Enrolling in high qual-
ity schools became conflated with avoiding the problems associated with urban schools. For

parents seeking educational opportunities for their children, school attendance boundaries



define which neighborhoods need to be avoided as well. Echoing the racialized histories of
these spaces, they have limited access to the resources made available in other communities,
including schools. The inequitable distribution of privilege in urban spaces (Brooks-Gunn
et al., 1993; O. Johnson, 2008; Sharkey, 2013) means that urban schools carry the weight
of serving high-need students without the necessary resources or support for doing so.

A combination of structural challenges brought on by historical discrimination and per-
sistent stigma against these neighborhoods make it politically difficult to manage the unique
challenges faced by these schools. While educational inequities can be tied to housing in-
equities, there is little support for the idea that housing alone is responsible nor that changes
in housing policy will necessarily even address educational disparities. Housing is a back-
drop that influences complex social processes that shape how families engage with the
urban school districts. It is from this perspective that some education reform advocates
have proposed attenuating the impact of housing discrimination on school opportunities
with school choice policies. The intention of these policies is to reduce inequities and im-
prove outcomes in urban districts by changing the dynamics of enrollment in struggling
urban districts. Proponents claim that detaching the enrollment process from where a stu-
dent lives provides a method for challenging historic patterns of inequity in urban schools.
What remains less well understood is if this approach is able to transcend the social and
structural factors and the related socio-spatial boundaries that shape urban education sys-

tems.

Choice Policies as a Market-Based Intervention

Advocates for school choice programs make the argument that a school marketplace
will innovate urban education in ways that could overwrite historic inequities in urban
communities. The market theory of education argues that improvement in the education
system could be generated by removing barriers to choice, thereby allowing consumers

(i.e., students and families) to avail themselves of higher quality schools (Chubb & Moe,



1990; DeAngelis & Erickson, 2018) without requiring families to live within a specific
school’s catchment area. That is, families in disadvantaged neighborhoods would be able
to select out of underperforming schools and opt into schools that provide a better educa-
tion without housing as a limiting factor. With school choice, parents’ options extend to
the schools they can access in their market rather than just the schools to which they are
assigned by their district. Expanding choice in a district induces a dramatic shift to edu-
cational decision making, which in theory inspires a cascade of other changes in the urban
school landscape.

In an education market, schools compete for enrollment and the corresponding state
and federal funding that comes with the students they recruit. In this way, a school market-
place theoretically provides space for schools to specialize. While some schools already
offer unique academic programming, proponents claim competitive pressures would en-
courage more creative approaches to education that parents would find appealing for their
students. Parents are treated as consumers (Bauch & Goldring, 1996), and schools adapt
their practices to accommodate the types of clients they intend to serve. Supporters argue
that this makes school leaders more responsive to parent’s needs and demands by incen-
tivizing parent-centered engagement strategies. This would purportedly help urban districts
that are losing enrollment to suburban and private schools. Rather than telling parents what
is best for their students, advocates say, parents would be able to decide from a variety of
in-district options.

These processes are thought to promote broader cultural changes within an education
market. School integration has long been a fraught issue in education policy, and the market
approach offers a pathway by which socio-spatial boundaries in schooling might finally be
dismantled. Theoretically, open enrollment policies that allow families to opt into schools
they choose for their students present potential to reduce some of the social and economic
problems associated with residential segregation (Siegel-Hawley, 2014) by expanding ac-

cess to higher status schools in historically exclusive areas of the city. Rather than rein-



force differences between communities, schools would play a critical role in undoing them
by dismantling the exclusivity of high-quality schools. This would put underperforming
schools in marginalized areas into direct competition with schools that could ostensibly
better serve their students. In order to maintain their enrollment and funding, policy and
practice changes would follow that would enable the school to compete effectively. If not,
the underperforming school would close and students would simply enroll in a better school
anyway. Proponents for school choice contend that this process pressures all schools, not
just those serving disadvantaged areas, to consistently improve, making the school system
function better for all students.

The crux of the conversation in school choice expansion is that it changes dynamics
behind social processes of marginalization in urban communities, and, in particular, the
educational decision making process. Equity-focused arguments for school choice present
a case that choice programs create opportunities to undo historic and spatial injustices.
They argue that socio-spatial divisions tied to the geography of the city can be overcome
by removing restrictions for those stuck in marginalized communities, and that families
would be able to make different and better schooling decisions. This perspective presumes
that school choice enables new social processes that would challenge historical lines of
segregation that maintain divisions between communities by providing a new approach to
the school enrollment process.

Research in this space has principally operated from two perspectives on how social
processes are impacted by school choice markets. The first is that individuals and fam-
ilies engage with the educational decision making process differently as a result of the
expansion of school options. This work focuses on individuals and their relationships with
institutional, cultural, and spatial structures. The second approach examines the structural
factors that shape the dynamics of urban spaces in choice markets and how these, in turn,
are influenced by school choice. This work contextualizes school choice programs in the-

oretical and practical implications for municipal and school district policy. Both of these
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perspectives hypothesize about the educational decision making process that takes place in
urban school districts in order to understand school choice outcomes, but few studies have

focused on the socio-spatial nature of educational decision making itself.

Parents and Choice

Much of the research on choice has emphasized qualitative studies that to understand
the motivations behind enrollment decisions that reinforce social, spatial, and racial divi-
sions in urban schools and how personal contexts and goals shape access and opportunity.
A common refrain is that parents try to make the best choice for their own children, but
there is an increasing awareness that this is gated behind privilege. Parents are consciously
aware of these dynamics and adapt their decision making to achieve cultural goals (Roda &
Wells, 2013). A concern with status leads parents to make decisions that challenge typical
patterns of enrollment in urban spaces. Discourse around gentrification and school choice

has highlighted the role that middle class families play in disrupting urban school systems.



For some middle class parents, the diversity of urban schools is considered a benefit so
long as they get to define their participation with it (Evans, 2024). R. P. Johnson (2021)
examines patterns in how middle class families in Louisville tentatively engaged with the
public school system. Using qualitative interviews with parents, they tracked how parents
prioritized achievement in identifying schools they would be willing to enroll their students
in and prepared back up plans if they were assigned otherwise. The language parents used
to engage with marginalized spaces in the city was informed by a desire to maintain their
relative status. They were concerned about the types of peers their students would have and
how that would reflect on their decisions as parents (Yazdiha, 2022) and that their children
may take on the stigma of the local schools. This pushes many middle class parents to use
school choice to opt out of their geographically assigned schools, which scholars argue is a
mechanism by which segregation is remade in urban districts (Rich et al., 2021; Riel et al.,
2022).

Nelson (2020) interviewed middle-class parents in gentrifying neighborhoods in
Philadelphia. They found that parents there decoupled their school and housing deci-
sions and were interested in enrolling their students in neighborhood schools, contrary to
much of the existing literature. Parents identified a preference for the urban lifestyle and
the practicality of a nearby school, but they also cited social justice aims in enrolling their
kids in nearby schools. What is notable here is that parents are actively making the choice
to enroll their children in the neighborhood school. Even in contexts where middle class
and gentrifying families are not opting out of their local schools, they still leverage their
status to pressure the education market. Billingham (2015) found that middle class parents
in Boston supported efforts to constrain school markets. The parents they interviewed felt
that they chose the school alongside their neighborhood and did not appreciate that it could
be taken away by the lottery system. They wanted to ensure that they would not lose access
to the neighborhood school because they had been intentional in choosing it.

As advantaged families increasingly opt into neighborhood schools, the schools react



to the cultural and social capital they bring with them. Posey-Maddox et al. (2014) refer to
this shift in focus as “school gentrification” (p. 454). Many middle class families see an
opportunity to push change in urban districts and pursue their cultural and political goals.
DeSena (2006) marks how gentrifying families in Brooklyn sought to exempt themselves
from the school attendance boundaries that limit their neighbors (Richards & Stroub, 2015)
by opting into alternative schools but also by remaking the schools within the community.
Freidus (2019) details in another Brooklyn study how parents leverage their privilege to re-
make urban schools. They sought advice from a listserv of parents in the community who
were also considering where to enroll their students. Through qualitative coding of mes-
sages on this listserv, the authors note that parents used race-neutral language to describe
concerns with sending their kids to the local school. As time passed and more gentrifying
families opted into the school, these concerns became less frequent (and eventually nonex-
istent) in the community conversation. What Freidus (2019) provides is an account of how
gentrification of a community led to school change, but this change does not take place in a
neutral space. There were students at the school and families involved in its parent-teacher
association already who were pushed out of these conversations.

There is a depth of work that examines how marginalized families navigate the racial
and spatial tensions of the school marketplace. The devaluation of schools in minoritized
communities (Crenshaw, 2011) limits the ways in which Black families are able to engage
in school choice systems (Posey-Maddox et al., 2021). Posey-Maddox and colleagues
interviewed Black parents on their educational decision-making experiences. They found
that parents encounter race and racialized spaces while considering schools and make trade-
offs to prioritize the wellbeing of their children. An intense focus on academic rigor in
schools that serve predominantly Black students causes trepidation for some, and Black
parents’ relationship to a school’s academic offerings are filtered through the harm it may
bring to their children. Butler and Quarles (2024) conducted parent interviews, detailing

the various factors that Black parents face when accessing educational opportunities in
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school marketplaces. In an expansive choice market like Washington, DC, these parents
were actively monitoring their school choices and considering alternatives if their initial
choices failed to meet their expectations. They expressed interest in finding a humanizing
environment for their children and were dismayed at the lack of accountability schools
faced in this regard.

Some activist scholars, like Lipman (2009), situate ethnographic work with marginal-
ized urban communities in federal and state policies that make displacement a consen-
sus position. Broad policy goals that aim to deconcentrate poverty and other aspects of
marginalization see school choice programs as another tool for breaking apart enclaves of
disadvantaged families. Pattillo (2015) tracks the challenges for Black families in Chicago
navigating this political tension. Not engaging in competition for selective schools meant
resigning oneself to being left behind. Enrollment means something different for families,
but when discussed at a policy level it is often considered an implied endorsement of a
school despite the fact that other decisions are not necessarily available. The parents that
Pattillo (2015) spoke to did not feel like they were making a choice more so than hoping
they would be chosen for what was portrayed as an opportunity. Community engaged and
ethnographic work like this pushes back on these educational policy-making perspectives
that oversimplify the opportunities parents have in the school choice process.

Embedded within the market argument for school choice is the assumption that access-
ing schools should require parents to take on additional burdens (Pattillo, 2015). André-
Bechely (2005) describes the inherent imbalance to “choice work™ (p. 269), a term which
captures the additional labor involved in gathering information and applying for school
choice, and the disproportionate impact that this has on marginalized families. There is a
dichotomy in how families maneuver in high-choice education marketplaces along socioe-
conomic lines (Goyette, 2008). Middle class families can treat schools as urban amenities
(Cucchiara, 2013) and can opt into schools that serve their cultural goals (Freidus, 2019;

Nelson, 2020). This kind of participation in urban districts creates additional pressure for
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families navigating a less amenable choice process (Billingham, 2015; DeSena, 2006).
These same sorts of pressures and goals exist for lower-class families, but they face an ad-
ditional set of burdens that limit their decisions (Posey-Maddox et al., 2021). For example,
the threat of school closures in the wake of outmigration of local schools is a consequence
only experienced by those who wish to or must remain (McWilliams, 2017). The inter-
action of these structural barriers and personal agency had led some scholars to argue that
school choice is the wrong policy instrument to achieve equity in schools (Wilson & Bridge,

2019).

School Choices in Urban Contexts

Political boundaries in the Detroit area have provided researchers with an opportunity to
examine how school markets remake inequitable distributions of wealth and power through
the school system (Cohen, 2021). The U.S. Supreme Court ruled in Milliken v Bradley that
desegregation efforts must demonstrate district boundaries were drawn with racist intent
in order to justify regional desegregation efforts in the Detroit region. Cohen (2021) posi-
tions this case as a foundation for understanding how the prestige of schools (DiMartino &
Jessen, 2016) is tied to the exclusivity prompted by segregation. They track the impacts of
market reform efforts and how schools changed their orientation toward recruiting students
rather than enforcing boundaries. The 2008 financial crisis pushed many districts to balance
their budgets by drawing in out-of-district students. This coincided with rapid expansion
of charter schools in majority Black urban districts, which Cohen (2021) demonstrates was
important in the ethos of how the state of Michigan took over and managed Detroit’s public
schools. Over 60 schools were closed as more space was made for charter schools and
other pro-market options. Parents in suburban districts, facing similar challenges, were
able to successfully push back on these policies. Suburban districts were not shaken by
school closures and budget cuts to the same extent. They were able to insulate themselves

from charter competition and were able to be more selective in the students they recruited

12



from other districts. Cohen and other scholars (Crenshaw, 2011; McWilliams, 2017; Pat-
tillo, 2015) argue that anti-Blackness and the devaluation of Black spaces is foundational
to school closure and market discourse.

Singer and Lenhoff (2022) apply critical race spatial analysis (Vélez & Soldrzano,
2017) to examine similar questions about how the socio-political and spatial dynamics of
the Detroit region influence families’ relationships to schools and to school choice. Their
focus is on the racial dynamics of enrollment across a variety of school contexts in De-
troit’s unique regional circumstances. Charters and inter-district choice pathways make
educational decisions complex for Detroit families, and their work examines racial patterns
in enrollment and academic outcomes for families that leverage choice to access suburban
schools. These “Detroit exiters” transgress socio-spatial divisions to enroll in historically
White spaces in ways that do not challenge the Whiteness of these suburban spaces. [Other
aspects of the market react to such changes in ways that reassert familiar forms of segrega-
tion. ]

Elsewhere, this spatial story plays out differently as young professionals returning to the
city remake urban spaces (Cucchiara, 2013). Gentrification and community change driven
by middle-class families moving into historically marginalized neighborhoods in the urban
core has prompted considerable focus on how middle class families (and often White) fam-
ilies navigate school choice in gentrifying urban spaces (Billingham & Kimelberg, 2013).
Davis and Oakley (2013) claim that charter expansion functions as a pathway by which
gentrifiers vie for revitalization of struggling urban communities. They are able to access
the amenities of urban spaces while avoiding the problems it presents for their students in
terms of underperforming urban schools. Taking up this work, Mann et al. (2020) employs
mapping software to track socioeconomic and demographic shifts across neighborhoods.
These data are used to identify gentrifying spaces and are used to contextualize charter
enrollment patterns in Washington, DC. They found that charter schools are more likely

to be located in areas of the city that gentrified in the early 2000s. Local context plays
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an important role in how these dynamics play out within a city. Traditional (and largely
non-White) public schools were not integrated by the influx of White residents in gentrified
neighborhoods (Pearman & Swain, 2017), and many charter schools remained racially and
socioeconomically segregated elsewhere in the city.

As districts across the United States have adopted open enrollment school choice poli-
cies, a body of literature has emerged that examines how they interact with a city’s unique
urban context (e.g., Koedel et al., 2010; Lee, 2021; Lenhoff, 2020). Ceritics of school
choice programs point to the lack of integration in unstructured school choice programs
(Wilson & Bridge, 2019) and suggest the same processes of social closure are still in play
(Billingham, 2015). The market framework casts education as a commodity and path to
economic mobility (Labaree, 1997) but leaves unaddressed the sociological context that
devalues education in lower-status spaces (Bell, 2009; Yoon et al., 2020). Jabbar (2016)
details a hierarchy in school markets in which schools are evaluated on different criteria
depending on the type of students they serve. High-status schools are less likely to engage
in academic competition to recruit parents, as their status buffers them from competition.
Low-status schools in competitive markets resort to recruitment and marketing strategies
that reinforce their positions. The threat of school closure is the most disruptive to these
communities for whom schools are more than just a place, but a source of community
(Aggarwal et al., 2012; McWilliams, 2017). School marketplaces introduce a great deal
of complexity into the educational decision-making process for families as schools and
districts alike seek to adapt to market pressures.

More broadly, there has been criticism of how market approaches to education interact
with sources of educational disparities (Frankenberg et al., 2011). District leaders, includ-
ing in the studied district, express skepticism that marketization and charter expansion will
address fundamental inequities and racial segregation in their districts (Diem et al., 2022).
Cohen (2021) describes how the expansion of choice plays out differently in racialized

spaces and highlights how spatial and racial distinctions between schools can be main-
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tained. Whiter and wealthier neighborhoods have largely been able to exempt themselves
from integration efforts (Rich & Owens, 2023). This leads to the racial and geospatial con-
text of school choice (Tooley & Atwood, 2022) mirroring discrimination in housing and
the formation of socio-spatial boundaries (Yazdiha, 2022) in who attends what types of
schools. The idea of school quality is constructed from this dynamic as much as it is in-
formed by school data (Holme, 2002). Schools with high test scores have high status, but so
do schools that are able to maintain their exclusivity in the face of market pressures. School
status is therefore spatialized in ways that reinforce narratives about the communities that

schools serve.

Limitations

Ethnographic and other qualitative work in communities elucidates the complex ways
students and their families navigate the educational decision making process. They face
inwardly, seeking to understand why and how families make decisions about schools and
how these are informed by their circumstances, interests, and needs. A family’s relative
position and status in the socio-spatial and cultural context of their city is consequential
to how they experience the school system. Researchers often examine how students and
their families navigate the choice processes available to them and how this informs their
relationships to schools in their communities. This work challenges a simple representa-
tion of how families navigate school choices, highlighting that marginalized families, and
Black families in particular, experience school choice differently than those in privileged
positions. By focusing on how individuals experience school choice and school choice pro-
grams, this research speaks to the affective and personal nature of the educational decision
making process.

This approach, while rich in detail, is limited in its capacity to explain what patterns
may emerge as school choice options expand in urban contexts. A large corpus of studies

and extensive theorizing in this vein of work has provided a robust understanding of why
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families make the school choices that they do. However, extrapolating these findings to
broader community dynamics requires making assumptions about how others would share
these experiences. By centering individuals in the educational decision making process,
other social processes are relegated to inputs that inform how parents navigate choice.
Race, class, and historical context, for example, are important considerations for how fam-
ilies navigate choice, but these factors also inform the types of options available to an
individual family. Defining these social processes through the perspective of individuals
limits the extent to which they can help to explain how communities change when a school
choice program is implemented.

School choice creates opportunities for different forms of urban education systems, and
urban studies literature explores the outcomes of reform efforts at a structural level. Here,
school choices are abstract factors used for understanding social and spatial motivations
for and consequences of school programs. Demographic patterns in enrollment are tied to
structural marginalization of urban spaces and of racialized youth. These analyses explicate
the factors that limit school access for marginalized communities and draw attention to the
political nature of inequitable schooling. It provides a lens through which school choice
can be seen as a political project for maintaining the balance of power in urban spaces,
challenging the idea that school choice alone is sufficient for unmaking educational dis-
parities. By examining the community-level outcomes of choice programs, this literature
highlights the social and spatial tensions present in districts and cities that implement them.

How these social processes are taken up across the urban landscape is a complex and
multifaceted question, and one that is unique to each context. Spatial approaches to school
choice capture patterns in school choices that help to demonstrate the complex relationship
that urban spaces have with schooling. The work in this space has provided new ways for
understanding how communities reorient themselves to schools in high-choice contexts,
but high-level and demographic-label based analyses of school choice leave open basic

functional questions about the social processes that create inequitable outcomes in school
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access. By focusing on the systemic consequences of school choice programs, the great
variability in how families navigate their school options can be glossed over and less insight
can be gleaned why these outcomes occur.

As school choice policies have been implemented, a great deal of education literature
has questioned the appropriateness or effectiveness of them. These threads of research con-
struct claims about social processes that can take place under a school choice regime, but
these choices take place in an inherently inequitable space. Families make school choice
decisions that are unique to their needs and interests, but they are also responsive to social
processes and structural barriers in their communities. Structural barriers to school access
are not incidental, and they shape how entire communities engage with schools. The in-
dividual and structural components of choice are simultaneous, and the assumptions that
literature in each space makes about the other leave open an opportunity to better under-
stand how urban communities interact with urban schools.

There is a space between understanding how families navigate their personal choices
and the impact of school choice on communities that remains under-examined. Common
structural barriers to access and shared spatial history inform how communities interact
with school choice programs and the social processes that become normalized after it is
implemented. While much research has drawn connections between schools and neighbor-
hoods, there is still not a great deal of clarity in how these processes begin to take shape. An
observational study provides an opportunity to examine the changing dynamics of choice
at the neighborhood level, aggregating those with shared structural factors and highlighting
the socio-spatial characteristics of urban school choice. The ability to engage more deeply
with a community allows for more granular analysis of how the implementation of school

choice leads to the outcomes seen in urban studies literature.
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Current Study

The intention of this paper is to examine underlying assumptions about the social pro-
cesses that school choice manifests in urban contexts. Proponents of school choice make
the argument that it creates more equity in access to high-quality schooling and challenges
traditional lines of segregation. Theoretically, parents and their social networks reevaluate
their school options and make decisions that better meet their needs, shifting enrollment
norms in their communities. Inherent in this argument is that choice leads to more enroll-
ment in (what are perceived to be) higher performing schools, but there are socio-spatial
factors that complicate this process. There is an assumption that parents will pull their
children out of their zoned schools in favor of more specialized or better fitting options. In
practice, this often means that charter school enrollment captures families in marginalized
communities dissatisfied with their current school. Critics worry that unrestricted expan-
sion of choice provides affluent families additional tools to opt out of integrating schools
in favor of more exclusive spaces, maintaining the very same processes of marginalization
that underlie educational disparities.

Nashville is a valuable site for examining how educational processes interact with urban
socio-spatial divisions (Yazdiha, 2022). Nashville, like many cities in the southeast United
States, has a history of racial segregation in both housing and schooling. Erickson (2017)
provides a comprehensive history of the city’s challenges with integration efforts (see also
Smrekar & Goldring, 2009). In the 2020 census, the city had a population of 690,000
people: 55% of whom are White, 25% Black or African American, 14% Hispanic or Latino,
and 4% Asian. The landscape and geography of the city was, and remains to be, shaped
by the scars of historical discrimination in ways that are important for understanding how
students, families, and communities interact with the public school system across the city.

Nashville is a consolidated-city county, and as a result, the metropolitan government
covers a much wider geographical area than cities where similar choice programs are often

studied, like Detroit (Singer, 2020; Singer & Lenhoff, 2022). This provides Metropolitan
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Nashville Public Schools (MNPS) with an unusual level of control over the public school
system in the greater Nashville area, as students have to cross county lines to enroll in an-
other district. While the school marketplace in Detroit faces additional competition from
suburban districts (Singer & Lenhoff, 2022), MNPS primarily faces internal pressure from
private and charter schools. In 2015, MNPS implemented an expansive open enrollment
program where families have the option to apply for a seat in more than 160 option schools.
While choices are not guaranteed, students and families have nominal access to neigh-
borhood schools outside their attendance zones, charter schools, and specialized magnet
schools. This process decreases barriers to school mobility, and students are able to enroll
in schools of choice separately from their housing decisions with relative ease. As a caveat,
students who choose to attend schools other than their zoned neighborhood schools are re-
sponsible for securing their own transportation. The ability to attend an option school can
also be revoked if the student fails to comply with the district’s attendance policy.

The combination of MNPS’ large geographical area, historic and urban context, and
largely unregulated choice program makes Nashville a unique city to examine the intersec-
tion of school choice and geography. Differences in how students and their families take
advantage of school choice echo the socio-spatial history of the city, and Nashville provides
an opportunity to examine how school choice is shaping educational decision-making pro-
cesses at a city-wide scale. Despite the potential of school choice programs to interrupt
segregating enrollment patterns, many schools and neighborhoods in urban environments
remain segregated by race and class (Mann et al., 2020). The analysis here will address
how the expansion of school choice impacted neighborhood-level enrollment patterns as
well as how those choices interacted with existing school and neighborhood segregation.

There are community-level patterns in educational decision-making processes worth
exploring more deeply in order to better understand if and how school choice programs
may interrupt spatial and cultural boundaries in access to education. This study presents

two potential novel contributions to the literature on the socio-spatial dynamics of school
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choice. First, choice processes and outcomes are often examined within a context where
choice is available, and rarely is there an opportunity to track changes within a commu-
nity before and after the expansion of school choice. The relatively recent implementation
of MNPS’ school choice program allows for the dynamics of a high-choice environment
to be contextualized in the patterns that existed before choice was made widely available.
Second, school choice factors are often examined at individual (e.g., parents) or systemic
(e.g., housing) levels. This study examines neighborhood-level trends within a single city
to provide a more granular look at how these shifts play out differently across a city whose
relationship to schools is actively changing. Administrative data before and after the imple-
mentation of an expansive school choice program in the urban U.S. South provide insight
into how enrollment patterns were impacted in different communities in unique ways. In

this exploratory analysis, particular attention is paid to three research questions:

1. How did the introduction of a school choice program impact enrollment patterns in

geographically assigned schools?

2. How did families use natural education transitions to select into option schools after

the implementation of a school choice program?

3. Do spatial patterns of marginalization relate to changes in neighborhood enrollment

patterns?

(a) Are students from disadvantaged neighborhoods more likely to enroll in charter

schools?
(b) Are students from affluent neighborhoods more likely to opt out of their zoned

schools?

Method
This study is focused on the population of students who transitioned from elementary

school to middle school in either the 2010-2011 (SY2011) or 2019-2020 (SY2020) school
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years. In SY2011, 5,609 students made this transition across the district and 6,060 did
so in SY2020. Students must have enrolled in an MNPS school for before and after the
transition to be included. SY2011 was five years before MNPS implemented their school
choice program and provides context for enrollment patterns when school choice was more
onerous for students and their families. Enrollment data in SY2020 are four years after
implementation and provide a more stable representation of how enrollment patterns were
impacted by the availability of options schools. Notably, students making the transition to
middle school in SY2020 made their initial elementary school choices prior to 2015 when
the program was implemented.

The middle school transition represents a pivotal point in students’ educational jour-
neys, as it is often a point where families reevaluate their enrollment options. Broadly,
middle school is a point where academic programming and a student’s educational trajec-
tory become relevant in new ways. The courses and future schools a student will have
access to become a larger consideration as they progress through the school system, espe-
cially at points of transition (Yettick, 2016). Students age out of their elementary schools
and families are forced to consider how a new school will impact their lives. They need
to adjust their lives to a new school, so there is less of a barrier to exploring other school
options. In a choice-heavy context, students and their families are presumed to be opting
into the school they pick even if they stay in their default zoned school. In practice, there
are many individual considerations that complicate the choice process for families, includ-
ing social groups (i.e., staying with friends), personal and cultural interests (e.g., athletics,

school diversity), and practical factors (e.g., accessibility).

Neighborhood Analyses
Students’ home addresses are geo-coded into census neighborhood block groups, and
the characteristics below reflect American Community Survey five-year averages for 2019.

Many aspects of neighborhood disadvantage concentrate in the same neighborhoods, but
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each of the characteristics used in these analyses (household poverty, owner-occupancy, ed-
ucational attainment, and vehicle access) represent unique relationships or connections to
the expansion and use of school choice programs. These factors speak to historic racial and
economic discrimination that segregated urban education landscapes, and neighborhood
contexts provide insight into the tools families use to hoard or access educational oppor-
tunities. These characteristics are combined using Latent Profile Analysis (LPA) to create
a typology of structural barriers faced by neighborhoods across the school district. These
profiles of neighborhood-level disadvantage allow for identification of unique interactions
in the clustering of contextual variables (Rabinowitz et al., 2020) related to educational
access. Following the process laid out in (Nylund et al., 2007), LPA introduced additional
profiles until there was no improvement in model fit. In addition, profiles were examined

to determine that they were distinct in meaningful ways.

Table 1: Fit Indices for LPA Models with 1-4 Profiles

Profiles Log likelihood AIC BIC
1 615.22144 -1210.44 -1168.92
2 953.35148 -1874.7  -1808.26
3 1063.0941 -2082.19  -1990.83
4 1177.1539 -2298.31 -2182.03

LPA indicated that the lowest Akaike information criterion (AIC) and Bayesian in-
formation criterion (BIC) were associated with the four-class model. Models with more
profiles did not converge, and each class in the four-class model was distinct. The four-
class model was selected based on the unique and meaningful categories in addition to
the fit indices detailed in Table 1. These were labeled Affluent, Average, Low Resource,
and High Poverty to describe an important way in which they compare to the overall stud-
ied area. Affluent neighborhoods have comparably minimal levels of disadvantage and
are representative of privileged communities while High Poverty neighborhoods reflect the
highest concentrations of disadvantage. Most households in Affluent neighborhoods are

owner-occupied, have access to vehicles, experience very little poverty, and two thirds of
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adults are college educated. Average neighborhoods make up the bulk of the sample and
are representative of the overall statistics for the city, representing a population that has
access to vehicles, slightly less than average statewide poverty, and slightly more college-
educated adults than the statewide-average. Low Resource neighborhoods have nearly three
times the poverty and half as many college educated adults as Average neighborhoods. In
High Poverty neighborhoods, half the households have access to a vehicle and experience

poverty, and nearly all households are renters.

Table 2: Characteristics of Neighborhood Disadvantage Profiles

Mean (sd)
2019 ACS Characteristic Affluent Average  Low Resource High Poverty
Poverty (Households) 0.06 (0.05) 0.11(0.07) 0.3 (0.09) 0.53 (0.21)
Renting Households 0.3(0.21) 0.43(0.23) 0.66 (0.24) 0.88 (0.12)
Coll. Educated Adults 0.67 (0.11) 0.31(0.11) 0.18 (0.1) 0.17 (0.14)
Vehicle Access 0.97 (0.04) 0.97 (0.04) 0.86 (0.07) 0.55 (0.08)
Proportion of Block Groups 30% 49% 15% 5%

These categories each represent communities with different levels of access and rela-
tionships to school choice. LPA allows for a deeper examination of how each of these
characteristics may be influencing choice patterns because the experience of neighborhood
disadvantage, especially as it relates to schools, is more complex than any factor individ-
ually. For example, Low Resource and High Poverty neighborhoods both have compara-
tively high rates of household poverty, but households in the latter profile are much less
likely to not have access to a vehicle. Transportation is especially relevant for accessing
option schools, and the dramatic difference here provides insight into how the other charac-
teristics of neighborhood disadvantage impact school access differently. The analysis here
will address how the expansion of school choice impacted enrollment decisions differently
in these distinct communities, as well as how those choices interacted with existing school

and neighborhood segregation.
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Figure 2: Neighborhood Typologies in Nashville-Davidson County
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Results

As would be expected, the vast majority of students who transitioned into middle school
in SY2011 (prior to school choice being widely available) were enrolled in their zoned
schools. Across the included population, 78 percent of students enrolled in their zoned
elementary schools and 75 percent continued into their zoned middle schools. Charter and
magnet schools each made up three percent of middle school enrollment, and the remainder
of students enrolled in a traditional school other than their zoned school.

Most students attended a traditional school both for elementary and for middle school,
but families did take advantage of this transition to change school environments. A little
over one in six students attending their zoned elementary schools opt out of their zoned
middle schools and attend a non-zoned, charter, or magnet school. Students attending an
elementary school other than their zoned school were much more mobile, with 52 percent
returning to a zoned middle school. For students in non-zoned traditional schools, this
could be the result of having chosen an alternative elementary that fed into the same zoned
middle school. It could also be indicative of a lack of suitable alternatives at the mid-
dle school level. Even with the addition of magnet schools and additional charter school
options, there was a relatively consistent flow both into and out of zoned schools.

Students from different neighborhoods make different decisions about the types of
schools they attend, and disaggregating the data by each neighborhood profile reveals key
differences in how different communities were positioned to make school choices. Some
notable patterns are apparent in Table 2, which contains a cross tabulation of students en-
rollment patterns by their neighborhood profile across both years included in the study. En-
rollment in zoned schools was similarly stable for each neighborhood profile in SY2011.
Students from Affluent neighborhoods were most likely to enroll in a magnet school while

students from High Poverty neighborhoods were most likely to enroll in charter schools.
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The transition to middle school was much more dynamic after option schools were im-
plemented, with families actively using the middle school transition to move out of zoned
schools. In SY2020, 58 percent of students enrolled in their zoned elementary schools but
only 45 percent enrolled in their zoned middle school. More students in SY2020 used the
transition to move out of their zoned schools and fewer students moved back into their
zoned schools than in SY2011. The general shift away from zoned schools is most pro-
nounced for students in High Poverty neighborhoods, where only 33 percent and 30 percent
of students enrolled in their zoned elementary school or zoned middle school, respectively.
The proportion of students from these neighborhoods in their zoned elementary school
dropped considerably, and only half of those chose their zoned middle schools during the
transition. The trend applies to students from Low Resource neighborhoods as well, though
to a lesser extent. Students in Affluent and Average neighborhoods enrolled in their zoned
elementary schools at only a slightly lower rate than they did in SY2011 and remained
in their zoned schools across this transition slightly less than they did in SY2011. The
proportion of students who chose to opt into non-zoned schools remained relatively and
substantively stable before and after implementation of the school choice program.

This trend away from zoned schools is mirrored by growth in charter school enrollment,
especially in more disadvantaged neighborhoods. Students from Low Resource and High
Poverty neighborhoods are most likely to attend charter schools and are least likely to at-
tend their zoned schools. Across the district, charter elementary schools made up about one
percent of enrollment in 2010, but their share jumped to about 25 percent in the 2019 school
year. Nearly all students who attend a charter elementary school continue into charter mid-
dle schools, and one could presume these schools are within the same network similarly to
how zoned schools function. Across all neighborhood profiles in SY2020, charter schools
enrolled 37 percent of middle school students. Charter middle schools account for nearly
half the enrollment of students from Low Resource and High Poverty neighborhoods and

a little over a third of students from Average neighborhoods. Outside of Affluent neigh-
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borhoods, students who transition into charter schools account for roughly half of those
who change school designations. Students from Affluent neighborhoods are less likely
to opt into charter middle schools (unless they went to a charter elementary school) and
are most likely to enroll in a magnet school. Nearly all of the students in magnet middle
schools came from Affluent or Average neighborhoods, and, perhaps more notably, one in

ten students from Affluent neighborhoods opted into a magnet school.

Discussion

Nashville provides a rich context for understanding how families navigate educational
decision making in a lightly regulated school marketplace. MNPS removed bureaucratic
barriers to moving schools to minimize the burden that navigating the school side of school
choice places on parents, but this leaves unaddressed the broader urban context that limits
their ability to engage in school choice. The manufactured exclusivity of neighborhoods
with access to desirable schools fractured urban environments into isolated communities,
and these delineations are still visible today. The socioeconomic segregation of the city is
apparent in the ways that families from different types of neighborhoods make decisions
about the school where they enroll their students. There were large shifts within commu-
nities’ relationships to zoned schools, but it is not clear that this changed the dynamics
of educational decision making between communities. These data reveal a clear hierar-
chy in the school marketplace (Jabbar, 2016) between the schools that serve students from
Affluent neighborhoods and the schools that serve students from Low Resource and High
Poverty neighborhoods. Schools that are positioned differently in the socio-spatial and his-
torical context of the city do not compete necessarily with one another. The most obvious
indication is that zoned schools in Affluent neighborhoods are not losing students to the
charter schools that are absorbing enrollment from zoned schools in other neighborhoods.
Bell (2009) describes this phenomenon as “choice sets” that parents select from when ex-
ploring school options. Students from Affluent neighborhoods were much less likely to

consider charter middle schools over their local options, especially if they were not already
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enrolled in a charter elementary school. Their choice sets prioritized typically high quality
zoned schools (Neild, 2005) and magnet schools that enroll relatively few students from
marginalized neighborhoods. In a school market that became much more mobile follow-
ing the expansion of choice in MNPS, families from Affluent neighborhoods were able to
maintain the exclusivity of schools for their students.

School choice provided a different form of opportunity for students from Low Resource
and High Poverty neighborhoods. Charter schools, for a variety of reasons, were considered
viable options for students in marginalized neighborhoods and drew a substantial portion of
the enrollment from these communities. Work in other similarly-sized Southern cities has
shown similar patterns (Ayscue et al., 2018). An obvious explanation could be that charter
schools expand into and prioritize recruitment from marginalized communities (Cohen,
2021; Scott, 2009). As more students in a neighborhood enroll in charter schools over
their zoned schools, it becomes the normalized practice. The dynamics of competition that
play out within these communities can accelerate this process as schools pivot attention
and resources toward recruiting (Gewirtz et al., 1995; Oplatka, 2007). Parents may simply
prefer these schools and the missions they promote over schools that devote less resources
to defining themselves (Eckes et al., 2011), but access to school is rarely so simple for
marginalized families (Frankenberg & Siegel-Hawley, 2013). As their community shifts
toward charter schools, it becomes harder to stay in a shrinking public school.

There are structural barriers to agency that lead families in High Poverty and Low
Resource neighborhoods to leverage choice to enroll in charter schools and not in the high
performing schools attended by students from Affluent neighborhoods. Literal physical and
geographic access to these schools limits the opportunity to enroll in schools further away
from home (Hamlin, 2021; Harris & Larsen, 2019). It can be economically burdensome for
families to transport their students, and especially so for families without reliable access to
a vehicle. Charter schools are often easier to access in these communities, and attending

a nearby school comes with a denser network of parents in the neighborhood that can
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support transportation and childcare. Proximity to schools matters a great deal to those for
whom transportation is difficult, but it also connects families to a neighborhood community
around the school.

These families also face additional cultural barriers to attending schools outside their
communities (Lewis & Diamond, 2015). Research on privileged communities suggests
that when the exclusivity of their schools are challenged, they will leverage their resources
to opt out of public schools altogether (R. P. Johnson, 2021) or to otherwise circumvent
policy goals (Honey & Smrekar, 2022). The data here do not indicate that students from
Affluent neighborhoods left their schools. However, in the four years after implementation
of the school choice program, their privileged position in the market hierarchy has been
largely unchallenged by others. Beyond individual decision making, there are community
processes that lead to the maintenance of a geographically segregated schooling system.
Students from non-Affluent neighborhoods were unlikely to transgress socio-spatial divi-
sions in the city (Yazdiha, 2022) to enroll in Affluent schools. In addition to physical barri-
ers to access, these symbolic boundaries further limit the options that marginalized families
consider and reinforce the exclusivity of zoned schools in Affluent neighborhoods.

The symbolic boundaries that delineate which schools are desirable and which are stig-
matized mirror lines of racial segregation(Diamond, 2018). Explicit awareness of differ-
ences in the educational experience on either side of these boundaries creates tension that
shapes the discourse of school choice. Marginalized spaces are blanketed by marketing
from charter schools that claim to offer a version of what is already available to others
without offering exactly that. They do not offer a commensurate experience with privileged
schools; they argue that they can provide a comparable value without requiring students to
leave their communities. This approach of treating education as a commodity (Labaree,
1997) is limited in its capacity to counter the structural devaluation of marginalized spaces.
The data here do not make a strong case that school choice is providing better options to

marginalized communities, just that their individual options are different. While charter
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schools are replacing zoned schools in High Poverty and Low Resource neighborhoods,
the spatial and cultural dynamics of education in these spaces remain largely the same. The
geographic composition of schools is left largely unchallenged.

In a segregated city like Nashville, maintaining geographic exclusivity of schools means
that schools and neighborhoods remain demographically and socio-economically segre-
gated. Discrimination and stigma against marginalized areas of the city and against schools
are linked (McWilliams, 2017), and examination of schools cannot be divorced from their
geographic contexts (Rich & Owens, 2023). If schools are all but exclusive to certain areas
of the city, they perpetuate the narrative that affluent areas of the city are associated with
higher performing schools and lower performing schools are hallmarks of marginalized ar-
eas (Lipman, 2009). The argument of education reform becomes about providing access
to better schools than those available in impoverished neighborhoods rather than on the
processes that are actively marginalizing these communities.

The language of urban school reform centers schools in efforts to alleviate harms in
neighborhoods disadvantaged by discriminatory policy. It is incumbent on a vast array
of community partners, not just schools, to consider how best to serve youth who live in
marginalized communities. The school system is just one piece of the puzzle in providing
families the tools, transportation, and information that enable those disadvantaged by ex-
isting disparities to take advantage of school choice. What is made clear here is that simply
removing administrative roadblocks to school mobility is insufficient for addressing the
underlying issues presented by school segregation, and, indeed, the stratification of the city
that goes along with it.

It is clear that school choice in MNPS changed the ways that families navigate the
school system, but not in ways that transgressed socio-spatial boundaries. If the opening
up of school options is to serve as a panacea for the social ills of an inequitable school
system, then attention must be paid to how the school system can actively support disad-

vantaged families in accessing schools. School choice programs that do not offer trans-
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portation for students to attend non-zoned schools, for example, are not creating equal
opportunities to make the transformative school choices promoted by school choice advo-
cates. Modern neighborhood and school segregation is not simply an artifact of harmful
history; ongoing community-level processes, like school choice, maintain the very same
feedback cycles that further reinforce geographic divisions drawn into the urban fabric by
this history. Students from highly impoverished and low resourced neighborhoods are en-
rolling in charter schools at a much higher rate than their peers in affluent areas of the
city whose zoned schools are not similarly stigmatized. The community processes that de-
termine which schools are desirable are unchallenged by unregulated school choice, and
that disparity is made more clear by the fact that affluent students leverage choice to at-
tend magnet or otherwise more exclusive schools and not the charter schools expanding in
marginalized neighborhoods. Even in a high-choice district, the schools a student has ac-
cess to are the product of systemic inequities that mirror the very same issues school choice
seeks to address. Without addressing spatial, cultural, and racial histories of urban com-
munities, changing how students access schools only superficially targets the fundamental

issues facing urban school districts.
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