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Participation in school-choice programs has been increasing across the country since the early

1990s. While some have examined the role that families play in the school-choice process,

research has largely ignored the role of social contexts in determining where a student attends

school. This article improves on previous research by modeling the contextual effects of ele-

mentary schools and neighborhoods on high school enrollment outcomes using population-

level geocoded administrative data on an entire cohort of eighth graders from one of the

largest urban school districts in the United States. The results of hierarchical multinomial logis-

tic models suggest that the contextual effects of percentage black, poverty, and neighborhood

concentrated disadvantage reduce the likelihood of students attending private or elite public

high schools. Students in schools with high average achievement are less likely to attend selec-

tive-enrollment magnet schools, perhaps because of a "frog pond" effect. Finally, the study

found evidence of peer effects on attending non-neighborhood schools. Together, these find-

ings suggest a new way of conceptualizing the causes of school choice at a time when such

programs are becoming more prevalent. 
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Throughout most of the 20th century in
the United States, home address essen-
tially determined where a child attend-

ed school. Beginning with school desegrega-
tion efforts in the 1960s, mandatory and vol-
untary school reassignment policies (e.g.,
busing and magnet schools) weakened the
connection between residence and school-
ing. Today, increasingly large fractions of stu-
dents are opting out of neighborhood
schools for alternatives such as charter
schools, distance learning, home schooling,
and private schools funded by public vouch-
ers, (Bielick & Chapman 2003).

The erosion of support for the neighbor-
hood school model of student enrollment is a
result of policies to promote racial integration
and to encourage innovation in an education-
al system that has been subject to constant
criticism and demands for reform (Berliner &
Biddle 1997). In turn, the deregulation of
schooling assignment policies means less pre-

dictability and more mobility for both families
and organizations within a school system. The
mobility of individuals can have consequences
for organizations and relationships (Coleman
1988), schools (Hirschman 1970), and public
finance (Peterson 1981; Tiebout 1956).
Finally, it is also perhaps an indication that
schools, like neighborhoods, are becoming
communities of “limited liability” (Janowitz
1967) in which families engage with institu-
tions and form relationships but are quick to
exit if their needs are not met. The decline of
the neighborhood school model suggests a
new role for students in a school system—one
in which students are treated less as subjects
in a one-size-fits-all system and more as clients
whose individual needs must be addressed by
a wide variety of schooling options that maxi-
mize freedom of choice and multiple path-
ways to social mobility.

The increasing deregulation of the educa-
tional sector raises the question of how to
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explain the causes of school selections. The
answer to this question is critical in under-
standing the different ways in which school-
choice policy may affect students in particular
communities and the implications for
between-school segregation and achieve-
ment variation. One approach to the school-
selection question is to focus on the prefer-
ences and actions of families. It could be, for
example, that in a struggle for status, parents
and students compete for advantageous
placements in an educational marketplace, a
game in which those with higher status, high-
er income, better education, and more infor-
mation would likely win.

Another approach to explaining school
selections is to analyze how students’ propen-
sities to exit neighborhood schools vary in dif-
ferent contexts. It could be that students in
particular types of neighborhoods or schools
may be more likely to attend alternatives to
their assigned neighborhood schools. It has
been argued, for example, that students in
disadvantaged neighborhoods would be like-
ly to benefit from the expansion of school
choice because such students would be given
the opportunity to escape substandard
schools (Friedman 1955).

The family plays an important role in pro-
viding resources to children within the house-
hold (Conley 2004) and managing children’s
educational careers (Furstenberg et al.
1999), but as children reach adolescence,
schools, neighborhoods, and peers become
increasingly salient. Schools, through various
socialization and sorting mechanisms, shape
the educational careers of students, providing
them with course-taking and extracurricular
opportunities, which, in turn, affect the stu-
dents’ ability to access high-status destina-
tions (e.g., elite high schools, four-year col-
leges, and high-wage jobs). Neighborhoods
also shape the educational careers of students
through access to criminal subcultures,
extrafamilial mentors and youth advocates,
peer groups that have been educationally and
occupationally successful, and geographic
centrality that may permit feasible commutes
to a wide range of schools.

Although there have been numerous stud-
ies of school and neighborhood effects on
students’ achievement and attainment

(Ainsworth, 2002; Bryk, Lee, and Holland
1993; Harding, 2003; Lee and Burkam 2003),
little is known about how schools and neigh-
borhoods shape the school-selection process.
This article presents a study whose goal was
to test the ability of contextual explanations
to account for schooling enrollment out-
comes. In other words, the study asked
whether the same child from the same family
would attain a different high school destina-
tion if her or his elementary school or neigh-
borhood of residence were changed.
Specifically, controlling for student and fami-
ly covariates, it tested the adequacy of both
elementary school and neighborhood con-
textual factors in explaining variation in the
high school destinations of an entire cohort of
eighth graders. The data for this analysis
came from the 2000 census and population-
level geocoded administrative data on school-
children from Chicago, a large city with a
rapidly expanding menu of educational
options, high residential segregation, and a
predominately disadvantaged student popu-
lation. The study improved on previous
school-choice research by using population-
level data in a multinomial multilevel model
to increase the efficiency of variance esti-
mates.

This article begins with a summary of pre-
vious research on school choice. It then turns
to a discussion of the features of the social
context that could be theoretically relevant to
the study of school choice.

SCHOOL CHOICE AND
CONTEXTUAL EFFECTS

Evaluations of school-choice experiments
have been numerous and hotly contested
(Green, Peterson, and Du 1997; Howell and
Peterson 2002; Krueger and Zhu 2004; Rouse
1998; Witte 2000). Studies on Chicago
schools that have attempted to estimate the
effect of attending a school of choice net of
selection effects have presented mixed
results. A study of three charter schools found
some positive results in the early grades but
not in the later grades (Hoxby 2005).
Students who were lotteried into a Chicago
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magnet high school or program were no
more likely to graduate, have higher gains in
test scores, or have higher credit-accumula-
tion rates, but were less likely to be arrested
and less likely to report disciplinary incidences
(Cullen, Jacob, and Levitt 2003). With the
exception of career academy students, those
who participated in the city’s extensive open
enrollment program were no more likely to
graduate from high school net of selection
effects (see Cullen et al. 2005). Although
these studies suggested that there may be
some benefit from attending a school of
choice in Chicago, research has suggested
that there are racial, ethnic, and class dispari-
ties in the propensity to choose schools. A
consistent finding from the choice-disparity
literature is that the disadvantaged are less
likely to exercise school choice. For example,
one study found that low-income and minor-
ity parents are less aware of magnet programs
(Henig 1995). Another found that among
low-income parents, those with higher edu-
cational levels are more likely to exercise
school choice for their children (Lee,
Croninger, and Smith 1996). Still another
study found that parents with higher socioe-
conomic status and white parents are more
likely to exercise school choice (Teske and
Schneider 2001).

One reason why disadvantaged families
are less likely to exercise school choice is that
minority and low-income parents may have
limited access to useful information about
schools through their social networks (Teske
and Schneider 2001). More advantaged par-
ents, on the other hand, generally have bet-
ter knowledge that is relevant to choosing
schools (Archbald 2000) and about objective
measures of school quality (Schneider et al.
1998). Another reason why the disadvan-
taged may be less likely to attend non-neigh-
borhood schools may be that middle-class
white parents, by virtue of their cultural capi-
tal, face an advantage when negotiating edu-
cational bureaucracies and in relating to
teachers (Lareau 1989).

This research suggests that the family plays
a central role in negotiating the school-choice
process. Because of the decentralized nature
of the U.S. educational system, parents are
free to shop for school districts through resi-

dential mobility and to advocate on behalf of
their children for favorable course and school
placements. Transition points, such as those
between primary and secondary school, are
critical junctures when choices and family
interventions become particularly important
(Baker and Stevenson 1986). As a result, the
influence of particular family management
strategies (Furstenberg et al. 1999) on the
school-choice process is likely to be particu-
larly salient during the transition from ele-
mentary to secondary school. Research has
found, for example, that parents who exert a
high degree of control over the management
of their children’s educational careers are
more likely to be successful in placing their
children in non-neighborhood schools and in
keeping them in these schools once they are
enrolled (Wells and Crain 1997).

While past research addressed the family
as an important context from which to ana-
lyze school-choosing behavior, the role that
neighborhood and school contexts play in
shaping schooling enrollment outcomes has
largely been unaddressed. This omission
assumes that the school-choice process is
purely a family affair—that factors, such as
school staff, geographic location, school and
neighborhood poverty and segregation, and
transportation constraints, are inconsequen-
tial.1 By controlling for the wide variance in
the availability of public non-neighborhood
choice options across rural, suburban, and
urban school districts in a nationwide sample,
Schneider, Schiller, and Coleman (1996)
found that black and Hispanic students and
those whose parents have lower educational
levels have a higher propensity to attend pub-
lic nonassigned schools. This finding suggests
that taking into account the geographic vari-
ance in the opportunity to exercise school
choice may overturn some widely held beliefs
about the role that race, ethnicity, and
parental education plays in the school-choice
process.

Allocation theory provides an important
lens through which to view the influence of
schools and neighborhoods on the selection
of high schools (Kerckhoff 1976). At the indi-
vidual level, guidance counselors and teach-
ers place students in course-taking levels on
the basis of test scores, behavior, and grades.
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Parental social status (Lareau 1989; Oakes
1985; Rosenbaum 1976) and older peers can
influence the aspirations of adolescents (Shaw
and McKay 1942). At the institutional level,
scholars have analyzed institutional effects
once the effects of individual characteristics
have been taken into account (Dreeben
1994; Kerckhoff 1976). Here, it is important
to distinguish between compositional and
contextual effects. Compositional effects are
differences between subgroups that are
based on the characteristics of the individuals.
Contextual effects are differences between
subgroups that are attributable to emergent
group-level properties (such as social interac-
tion that reinforces norms of behavior), hold-
ing compositional differences between sub-
groups constant.

Schools and neighborhoods are two con-
texts that are especially relevant to the edu-
cational development of adolescents. While
identifying school and neighborhood effects
on outcomes for adolescents is methodologi-
cally challenging and a matter of extensive
scholarly debate, because these contexts pro-
vide various levels of access to influential
adults, peers, and structures of opportunity,
one may expect that schools and neighbor-
hoods should influence students’ enrollment
outcomes. The following section presents a
theoretical account of how particular features
of school and neighborhood contexts affect
school choice.

RELEVANT FEATURES OF THE
SOCIAL CONTEXT 

Previous research on school, peer, and neigh-
borhood effects on student outcomes, such
as academic achievement, teenage pregnan-
cy, and academic attainment (Browning,
Leventhal, and Brooks-Gunn 2005; Bryk and
Thum 1989; Harding 2003; Lee and Bryk
1988), has suggested that social contexts
matter for adolescents’ development. Here, I
highlight three features of the social context
that are relevant to the study of school
choice: social and economic disadvantage,
academic press, and peer effects.

Social and Economic Disadvantage

Decades of sociological research on social and
economic isolation have shown that segrega-
tion is associated with higher rates of crime,
unemployment, and teenage childbearing
and lower academic attainment (Bursik 1988;
Elliott et al. 1996; Harding 2003; Shaw and
McKay 1942). The associations between con-
centrated disadvantage and such social prob-
lems have been attributed to social disorgani-
zation (Bursik 1988; Shaw and McKay 1942),
industrial restructuring (Wilson 1987), and
the lack of interracial contact (Massey and
Denton 1993). In Wilson’s (1987) account,
concentrated disadvantage creates the condi-
tions in which inner-city residents become
disconnected from access to useful informa-
tion about jobs, hiring requirements, and the
relevance of education to chances for mobili-
ty. Moreover, schools, as social institutions
that are sustained by middle-class culture,
deteriorate as the class structure of the neigh-
borhood changes.

By this account, I can posit that concen-
trated disadvantage would be negatively
associated with the propensity to exercise
school choice: In socially isolated neighbor-
hoods, students would lack the social
resources to seek, apply for, and travel to
schools of choice owing to the tenuous con-
nection between schooling and social mobili-
ty in such neighborhoods. Because schools in
disadvantaged neighborhoods are likely to be
perceived as being of low quality, however,
students in disadvantaged neighborhoods
would perhaps have a greater incentive to
exercise choice than would students in more
affluent neighborhoods. In fact, a central the-
sis of the school-choice literature is that stu-
dents in disadvantaged communities may
access educational opportunity by choosing
to attend schools in more affluent communi-
ties (Friedman 1955). This thesis suggests
that concentrated disadvantage would be
positively associated with the propensity to
exercise school choice.

Academic Press

Educational research has stressed the associa-
tion between “academic press” and student
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outcomes, such as the achievement of test
scores and graduation from high school.
Research on Catholic schools, for example,
has called attention to how a constrained aca-
demic curriculum and the normative dimen-
sions of schooling affect students’ motiva-
tions to learn (Bryk et al. 1993; Lee and Bryk
1988; Lee et al. 1998). In schools with a
strong academic press, teachers and adminis-
trators set high expectations, eliminate low-
level courses, and restrict students’ curricular
choice. Students in schools with greater
access to more rigorous curricula are likely to
be better prepared for more selective high
school placements. Moreover, students from
competitive schools could translate into not
only higher achievement for a particular stu-
dent, but a higher likelihood of exercising
school choice. For example, high-achieving
peers could push students to take algebra in
the eighth grade or to apply to “reach” high
schools.

Increasing academic press could, however,
have the unintended consequence of reduc-
ing some students’ chances of attending high
schools of their choice. It is possible that the
scramble for advantageous high school place-
ments could be subject to the same “frog
pond” effects (Davis 1966) that are present in
the graduate school and college admissions
process. Research has found that students in
elite public high schools are at a disadvantage
because of the emphasis placed on class rank
in the admissions process (Attewell 2001). In
elementary schools with a surplus of qualified
candidates for elite high schools, therefore,
teachers and guidance counselors may
neglect students who would be academic
stars in other schools. Moreover, students in
elite elementary schools may suffer blows to
their self-esteem that they would not experi-
ence in less elite settings. In sum, research
suggests that not only a student’s academic
potential, but her or his position in a pecking
order, is predictive of academic success.

Peer Effects

Economic theory would predict that families
make schooling decisions for their children on
the basis of a rational assessment of the costs
and benefits of the various options that are

open to them. A shortcoming of the standard
economic approach to decision making is
that it ignores the endogeneity of prefer-
ences—that students’ preferences are socially
constructed through interaction with peers
and other significant persons. A key finding of
the Coleman report (Coleman et al. 1966)
was that students’ achievement is strongly
related to the educational backgrounds and
aspirations of other students. Status attain-
ment research has demonstrated the impor-
tant role that peers’ aspirations play in shap-
ing students’ aspirations (Hout and Morgan
1975; Sewell, Haller, and Portes 1969). An
emerging field of economic theory addresses
how social influence shapes decision making
(Brock and Durlauf 2001; Manski 1993b). A
finding from this field suggests that adoles-
cent econometricians make schooling deci-
sions on the basis of the experience of their
predecessors (Manski 1993a). Therefore, one
may view the school-choice aspirations and
mobility histories of students as a form of
social capital (Coleman 1988) that students
may use when they make their own school-
enrollment decisions.

In summary, research has shown that cer-
tain features of the social context are relevant
to educational aspirations and outcomes.
Social and economic disadvantage, academic
press, and peer effects are all hypothesized to
affect students’ school-choice enrollment out-
comes. Therefore, the analysis presented here
estimates the size and direction of these con-
textual effects net of student-level covariates.

DATA AND METHODS

Data for this study came from geocoded pop-
ulation-level confidential administrative data
on children in the Chicago Public Schools.
This article focuses on a cohort of students
who were eighth graders in the spring of
2000 and who, according to administrative
records, were enrolled in a Chicago public or
private2 high school in spring 2001. Virtually
all students in the eighth grade in 2000 were
enrolled in an elementary school (elementary
education in Chicago is predominately from
kindergarten to Grade 8; there were only 15
middle schools at the time of the study).
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Because the purpose is to predict high school
choices in Chicago, the study omitted stu-
dents whose choice of high school was con-
strained or predetermined (e.g., students
who were retained in grade for low academic
performance). Student-level data about this
cohort were matched through administrative
records with the characteristics of each stu-
dent’s elementary school, neighborhood high
school, and the high school that the student
actually attended. In addition, students’
records were linked to 2000 census data
through the census tract in which the stu-
dents resided. After sample-selection rules
were applied, the data that were available for
analysis represented 60 percent of the eighth
graders in the Chicago Public Schools, living
in 84 percent of the census tracts, and attend-
ing 91 percent of the public elementary
schools in Chicago during spring 2000.3

Dependent Variable

To test whether contextual factors predict
enrollment in different types of destinations, I
divided high school choices into four mutual-
ly exclusive categories: private school,4 public
selective-enrollment high school, non-neigh-
borhood high school,5 and neighborhood
high school.6 The descriptive results indicate
that 6 percent of this cohort attended private
Chicago high schools, 10 percent attended
public selective high schools, 43 percent
attended non-neighborhood schools, and 41
percent attended their assigned neighbor-
hood high schools. Because students are
sometimes chosen by high schools on the
basis of individual characteristics (e.g., test
scores and race-ethnicity) and their families’
willingness and ability to pay, I included these
individual-level controls to avoid biasing the
contextual effects. I discuss the rationale for
including these controls and describe the
school and neighborhood contextual effects
in the next section. Descriptive statistics for all
the variables are presented in Table 1. 

Independent Variables

Student and Family Characteristics
Because previous research (Reay and Ball
1997; Saporito and Lareau 1999) indicated

that participation in school choice varies by
race, ethnicity, and class, I included a vector of
indicators for whether a student was white,
black, Latino, or Asian and whether the stu-
dent’s family income was low enough to qual-
ify him or her for a free or reduced- price
lunch. These characteristics can play several
different roles in the choice process. Some
schools and programs market themselves to
parents of “at-risk” youths (black or Latino
youths, for example), and magnet schools
must achieve court-ordered racial balancing
imperatives.7 Students who receive a free or
reduced-price lunch may have a more difficult
time accessing private schools, for example,
because of the lack of parental resources. In
addition to these factors, research has shown
that regardless of social background, parental
motivation is particularly salient in predicting
participation in school choice (Wells and Crain
1997). Therefore, to proxy for prior parental
motivation to manage the child’s educational
career, I controlled for whether a student
opted into his or her elementary school.
Finally, I controlled for the number of schools
a student had attended in the previous five
years to capture the extent of social and eco-
nomic disruption in a student’s family.

Since students with particular learning or
emotional disabilities are less likely to partici-
pate in school-choice programs or may be
more likely to choose one school over another,
depending on the types of services that are pro-
vided, I controlled for whether a student
received special educational services. I also con-
trolled for students’ academic confidence and
achievement through two measures: (1)
whether the student was aged 14 or older in
the eighth grade (a measure of whether the
student had been held back or started school
late) and (2) the student’s score on the eighth-
grade mathematics test.8 Being old for one’s
grade is likely to inhibit social adjustment and
self-confidence, which may reduce the chances
of participating in school choice. High test
scores, on the other hand, can be viewed as an
indication of academic motivation, which may
enhance students’ and parents’ willingness to
take academic and social risks. In addition, test
scores are highly predictive of attending selec-
tive-enrollment schools because such schools
choose students largely on the basis of such
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scores. Finally, I controlled for gender because
studies have shown that adolescent boys, par-
ticularly those from minority groups, lag
behind adolescent girls on some measures of
academic achievement and attainment
(Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn 2004).

Quality of the Neighborhood High School
Because the quality of the assigned neighbor-
hood school (the “default” choice) is likely to
be related to a student’s propensity to attend a
non-neighborhood school, I controlled for the
percentage of students at national norms, the
percentage of students who received free or
reduced-price lunches, and the size of the stu-
dent’s assigned neighborhood high school (the
number of students enrolled in Grades 9–12).9

Elementary School Characteristics To
measure the contextual effects of elementary
school on the probability of attending a non-
neighborhood high school, I entered a vector
of elementary school characteristics as predic-
tors to capture salient features of a student’s
“sending school” experience. The percentage
of students receiving free or reduced-price
lunches was used as a predictor of the socioe-
conomic context. Also included was a mea-
sure of the mobility of the school’s student
population (the number of enrollments in
and transfers out of a school after October 1,
2000, divided by membership on October 1,
2000). The average mathematics test score
was used as a proxy for school academic
press. The analyses included an indicator vari-
able for whether the student attended a mag-
net school in the eighth grade, which may be
considered another measure of elementary
school academic press because these types of
schools are academically selective. Finally,
two variables were introduced to capture the
extent to which attendance at a non-neigh-
borhood school is or is not a normative activ-
ity: (1) a measure of high school choice in the
“sending” elementary school among previous
cohorts of graduates (the average percentage
of students who attended a nonassigned
public high school from the previous three
cohorts (1997–98, 1998–99, and 1999-2000)
and (2) the percentage of students who
opted into the elementary school as elemen-
tary school choosers in the first place.

Neighborhood Characteristics To test
whether the neighborhood context predicts
the probability of attending a non-neighbor-
hood school, I introduced tract-level predic-
tors to measure the level of (dis)advantage of
a neighborhood; residential mobility; and
whether attending non-neighborhood
schools, both public and private, is socially
normative. Specifically, the analyses included
measures of concentrated disadvantage
(Wilson 1987) and concentrated affluence
(Brooks-Gunn et al. 1993) to capture the
social and economic environment of neigh-
borhoods. Both measures were constructed
from data from the 2000 census. Concentrat-
ed disadvantage is the average of the z-scores
of the percentage below poverty, percentage
receiving public assistance, percentage
unemployed, percentage of female-headed
households with children, and percentage
black. Concentrated affluence is the average
of the z-scores of the percentage of families
with incomes higher than $75,000, the per-
centage of adults with a four-year college
degree, and the percentage of the civilian
labor force who were employed in profes-
sional or managerial occupations. Also on the
basis of census data, the analysis included a
measure of residential mobility and housing
tenure. This measure is the average of the z-
scores of the percentage of residents aged 5
or older who resided in the same house in
1995 and the percentage of owner-occupied
homes.10

The analysis used two measures to indicate
whether attendance at non-neighborhood
schools is socially normative. The first mea-
sure, from the 2000 census, is the percentage
of elementary- and high school-aged children
who attended a private school. The second
measure, from the Chicago Public Schools
administrative files, is the average percentage
of students who resided in the census tract
from the previous three cohorts who attend-
ed nonassigned public high schools.

Analytical Strategy

The study used a multilevel modeling
approach to estimate contextual effects
(Goldstein 2003; Raudenbush and Bryk
2002). Although it is possible to estimate
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unbiased and efficient estimates of coeffi-
cients using ordinary least-squares (OLS)
regression, standard errors of estimates are
typically too conservative because the depen-
dence of grouped observations is ignored.
Better estimates of standard errors are pro-
duced by an OLS between-groups regression
analysis, but since the designs depart from a
perfect balance, estimates of fixed effects
become less and less efficient relative to those
in multilevel models. In addition, multilevel
methods provide superior estimates of vari-
ance relative to OLS regression (Raudenbush
and Bryk 2002).

To estimate the relationship between con-
textual factors and schooling-enrollment
decisions, I controlled for student-level fac-
tors, such as test-score achievement, parental
motivation, and income, to reduce the bias in
organizational-level effects that would occur
if such factors were uncontrolled. Random
intercept models were estimated to examine
the reduction in between-context (i.e., school
or neighborhood) variance, τ00, that is attrib-
utable to compositional and contextual fac-
tors. Because of the complexity of this analy-
sis and computational limitations, all slope
effects are fixed (i.e., they are not allowed to
vary).

To facilitate comparison and statistical test-
ing of the likelihoods of attending one type of
school over another, I used multinomial
regression analysis with a logit link.11 For each
alternative category m = 1, 2, 3, of the depen-
dent variable, I model 

ηmij = log

(ϕmij
ϕmij 

)
= log 

(
Prob(Rij = m)
Prob(Rij = 4) 

)

or the log-odds of falling into one of m cate-
gories relative to the base category M. The
analysis modeled the log-odds of attending one
of three alternatives—(1) a private high school,
(2) a selective-enrollment public high school,
and (3) a non-neighborhood public high
school—to the assigned neighborhood school,
which is coded 4, or the base category: 

Prob(Rij = 1) = ϕ1ij = private high school
Prob(Rij = 2) = ϕ2ij = selective enrollment 

public high school

Prob(Rij = 3) = ϕ3ij = non-neighborhood 
public high school

Prob(Rij = 4) = ϕ4ij = assigned public 
neighborood high 
school

The analysis estimated two models. First,
there is a model of students nested within ele-
mentary schools: 

ηmij = βoj(m) + Σ
Am

a=0 
βaj(m)(Xaij – X

–
..)

+ Σ
Bm

b=0 
αbj(m)(Xbij – X

–
..)

+ Σ
Cm

c=0 
γcj(m)(Wcij – W

–
c.)

+ uoj(m)

where βaj(m) are the coefficients of students’
characteristics; αbj(m) are the coefficients of
neighborhood high school characteristics;12

γcj(m) are the coefficients of elementary school
characteristics; u0j(m) are school-specific ran-
dom effects; and m indexes categories of the
dependent variable, i indexes students, j index-
es schools, and individual and school-level vari-
ables are centered on their grand means.

Second, there is a model of students nest-
ed within neighborhoods: 

ηmik = βok(m) + Σ
Am

a=0 
βak(m)(Xaik – X

–
..)

+ Σ
Bm

b=0 
αbk(m)(Xbik – X

–
..)

+ Σ
Cm

c=0 
γck(m)(Wcik – W

–
c.)

+ uok(m)

where βak(m) are the coefficients of students’
characteristics; αbk(m) are the coefficients of
neighborhood high school characteristics;
δdk(m) are the coefficients of neighborhood
characteristics; u0k(m) are neighborhood-
specific random effects; and m indexes cate-
gories of the dependent variable, i indexes
students, k indexes neighborhood, and indi-
vidual and neighborhood-level variables are
centered on their grand means.
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In both the school and neighborhood
models, random effects are assumed to be
normally distributed with means of zero and
the following variance/covariance structure:
(

uoj(1)
uoj(2)
uoj(3)

)
~N

[(
0
0
0

)
,

(
τ00(1)00(1)  τ00(1)00(2)  τ00(1)00(3)
τ00(2)00(1)  τ00(2)00(2)  τ00(2)00(3)
τ00(3)00(1)  τ00(3)00(2)  τ00(3)00(3)

)

Centering variables on their grand means
results in an average effect across contexts
that adjusts for compositional differences
between schools and neighborhoods. Grand-
mean centering also allows one to compare
the within-group student effect βwithin with
the group-level contextual effect βcontext
(Raudenbush and Bryk 2002).

RESULTS

By grand-mean centering both the student-
and contextual-level predictors, I estimate the
adjusted log-odds of attending one of the
three destinations relative to a neighborhood
school for the average student in the average
school. Table 1, which presents descriptive
statistics of the variables in the analysis, shows
that 18,477 students nested within 399
schools and 697 census tracts are available for
this analysis.

Modeling Variance in High School
Destination 

A fully unconditional model with no predic-
tors indicates that there is a great deal of
between-school and between-neighborhood
variance in high school destinations to
explain. All the variance components (τ00)
are close to or above 1, indicating that about
four logits separate 95 percent of schools or
neighborhoods. The variance components in
the elementary model for private, selective-
enrollment, and non-neighborhood schools,
respectively, are 1.74, 1.78, and 1.05. The
same components from the neighborhood
model are, respectively, 1.11, .92, and 1.13.

Although these variance components
appear to be large, it is useful to decompose
total variance into its between and within
portions. The fact that high school choice is a

categorical dependent variable, however,
complicates the interpretation. I cannot
decompose the within and between variance
of a categorical variable, but I can instead
estimate an uncertainty index H = Σ

i
pi log 1—

pi

(Shannon 1948) and decompose this mea-
sure to a between and within component
(Teachman 1980).

Assuming that population events can be
grouped on two dimensions, X with I cate-
gories and Y with J categories, and probabili-
ties pij, i = 1 . . . , I and j = 1 . . . J, subject to
the constraint that Σ

i
Σ

j
pij = 1, I can define

the within and between sums of squares: 

Hwss = Σ
i

Σ
j Pijlog 

(
p. j
—
pij

)

HBSS = HTSS – Hwss = Σ
i

Σ
j Pijlog 

(
pij

—
pi.

—
p.j

)

And the proportion of uncertainty that lies
between groups: 

PRUx.y = HBSS——
HTSS

Using these formulas, I estimate that 20
percent of the uncertainty in high school
enrollment outcomes lies between elemen-
tary schools. The proportion of uncertainty
(PRUx.y) that lies between neighborhoods is
also 20 percent. Because a significant propor-
tion of uncertainty in enrollment outcomes
lies between school and neighborhood con-
texts and there is a wide range of outcomes
across schools and neighborhoods, it appears
that modeling context effects will be fruitful.

If elementary and neighborhood context
are unrelated to high school destinations, the
inclusion of contextual-level factors would fail
to reduce between-school and between-
neighborhood variance over and above that
accounted for by student-level predictors.
Controlling for student-level characteristics,
such as race/ethnicity, gender, and test-score
achievement, accounts for between one-
tenth and one-half the between-school and
between-neighborhood variance in high
school destinations (see Tables 2 and 3).
Including predictors of elementary school
and neighborhood context further reduces
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between-context variance by an additional
17 to 38 percentage points, however, evi-
dence that schooling decisions are driven by
more than just student-level factors. Given
that school and neighborhood contexts
reduce variance in high school destinations,
these contexts matter. I now turn to which
features of schools and neighborhoods are
the most relevant in explaining where a stu-
dent attends high school. 

Disadvantaged Contexts Depress
the Propensity for Choice

Net of compositional factors, the contextual
effects of percentage black, poverty, and
affluence are associated with at least one
enrollment outcome.13 For example, schools
with higher percentages of blacks are less like-
ly to send students to selective-enrollment
high schools, net of school composition and
student-level covariates (see Table 2). A 10-
percentage-point increase in the percentage
black in an elementary school reduces the
odds of attending a selective-enrollment
school by 11 percent (see Table 4, column 3).
The corresponding figure in the neighbor-
hood selective equation is 8 percent (see
Table 4, column 4). 

Like the effect of percentage black, the
effects of poverty and mobility both inhibit
the likelihood that a student will attend a pri-
vate or selective-enrollment high school. A
10-percentage-point increase in the poverty
level of an elementary school reduces the
odds of attending either a private or a selec-
tive-enrollment school by about 10 percent
(see Table 4, columns 1 and 3). A one-unit
increase in concentrated disadvantage (which
is a little less than 1 standard deviation)
reduces the likelihood of attending either a
private or a selective-enrollment high school
by about one-quarter and one-third, respec-
tively (see Table 4, columns 2 and 4).

Relative to students of other racial ethnic
backgrounds, white students are the most
likely to attend private schools. Hispanics and
Asians have roughly equal chances of attend-
ing private schools, whereas blacks have the
lowest predicted probabilities relative to the
other racial/ethnic groups. The predicted
probabilities of attending a private school in a

more advantaged neighborhood (-1 standard
deviation in concentrated disadvantage) for
white, Hispanic, Asian, and black students,
respectively, are 28 percent, 15 percent, 14
percent, and 9.5 percent. In less advantaged
neighborhoods (+1 standard deviation in
concentrated disadvantage), the predicted
probabilities of attending a private school for
white, Hispanic, Asian, and black students,
respectively, are 18 percent, 9 percent, 9 per-
cent, and 6 percent.

High-Achieving Schools and
Neighborhoods Depress Choice 

Whereas students’ math achievement exerts a
positive effect on the propensity for choice,
average elementary school and average neigh-
borhood math achievement are negatively
associated with it. Specifically, after students’
background characteristics and the quality of
the assigned neighborhood high school are
controlled, the average student in a school
with a one-unit higher average math achieve-
ment (a one grade-equivalent increase), faces
36 percent lower odds of attending a selective
high school. The average student in a neigh-
borhood with one-unit higher average math
scores has 28 percent lower odds of attending
a selective high school.

One explanation for the negative contex-
tual effect of achievement on transition prob-
abilities is the frog-pond effect (Davis 1966),
in which it is better to be a big frog in a small
pond than a small frog in a big pond. For
example, a student whose math score is at
the ninth-grade level who attends an elemen-
tary school in which the average math score
is at the seventh-grade level (i.e., a big fish in
a small pond) has about a 25-percent chance
of attending a selective-enrollment school. A
student whose math score is at the seventh-
grade level and who attends an elementary
school in which the average math score is at
the ninth-grade level (i.e., a small fish in a big
pond) has only a 1-percent chance of attend-
ing a selective-enrollment school.

Despite this paradoxical achievement
effect, students in elementary magnet schools
enjoy a selective school advantage net of
school and student achievement. That stu-
dents in elementary magnet schools have 79
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percent higher odds of attending a selective-
enrollment school suggests that features of
school organization besides academic press,
such as feeder-pattern relationships, may be
at work.

Choice Flows Tend to Persist Over
Time

The history of public school choice outflows in
an elementary school or neighborhood exerts a
residual effect when compositional effects and
the contextual effects of percentage black,
poverty, mobility, academics, and quality of the
neighborhood high school are controlled. I
tested the effects of three types of previous
enrollment flows, percentage of public high
school choice from previous cohorts, percent-
age of elementary choosers, and percentage of
the census tract that attends a private elemen-
tary or secondary school. The enrollment expe-
rience of previous cohorts is among the
strongest and most consistent predictors of
2001 enrollment patterns. A 10-percentage-
point increase in the percentage who chose a
public high school of choice increased the odds
that a member of the 2000–01 cohort would
attend a public or private school choice by
between one-quarter and one-half.

Two other enrollment-flow measures, the
percentage of students who opt into their ele-
mentary school and the percentage who
choose a private school, are negatively relat-
ed to attending selective and non-neighbor-
hood schools. A 10-percentage-point increase
in elementary choosers decreased the odds of
attending a non-neighborhood high school
by 5 percent. (These analyses do not estimate
a similar effect for private and selective high
schools.) A 10-percentage-point increase in
the percentage who choose a private school
in the census tract reduces the likelihood of
attending a selective or non-neighborhood
high school by about 15 percent.

High-Quality Assigned Schools
Depress Choice

The quality of students’ assigned school affect
the propensity for choice (see Table 4).
Students who are assigned to high schools
with high levels of achievement are less likely

to exercise choice (odds of choice fall
between one-fifth and one-third).14 The
effects of the poverty of the neighborhood
high school are less consistent. Higher levels
of poverty of a neighborhood high school
reduce the odds of attending a private high
school, but the results from the other equa-
tions are not statistically significant and are, in
some cases, in the opposite direction as this
result.

DISCUSSION

In the study, I investigated whether elemen-
tary school and neighborhood context influ-
ence students’ propensities to exercise high
school choice. The high school destinations of
an entire eighth-grade cohort of Chicago
Public School children were divided into four
categories: assigned public, nonassigned
public, public selective, and private. By esti-
mating contextual effects within a multilevel
modeling framework, I tested hypotheses
that move beyond sociological theories that
focus on students and families to focus on the
role that schools and neighborhood play in
the choice process.

While the racial disparities in participa-
tion in the choice process vary somewhat by
destination, the contextual effects of per-
centage black and poverty on attending pri-
vate and selective public high schools are
more consistent. Attending a predominant-
ly black elementary school, living in a pre-
dominantly black neighborhood, or living in
a neighborhood with a high degree of con-
centrated disadvantage decreases the
chances of attending a selective-enrollment
school. Affluence has the opposite effect,
enhancing students’ chances of attending a
selective school.

Second, neighborhoods have various levels
of school quality, which partially explains
whether a student exercises school choice.
Students who live in neighborhoods with
high-quality neighborhood schools, for
example, are less likely to attend a choice
school outside their attendance area. This
finding suggests that, as in research on immi-
gration and residential mobility, one must
consider not only the characteristics of the
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individuals, but the “push” and “pull” factors
that are relevant to their decision making.

Finally, the results suggest that peer and
within-school institutional effects are new
avenues for research on school choice. Both
the experience of previous cohorts with
school choice and the achievement level of
peers are relevant. While the effects of indi-
vidual math achievement are strong and con-
sistently positive, attending a high-achieving
elementary school can actually hurt students’
chances of attending a selective or non-
neighborhood public high school. There are
several possible explanations for the seeming-
ly paradoxical effect of average math achieve-
ment on attending a selective-enrollment
high school.

First, if there were quotas on the number of
students who were accepted from any one
elementary school, students in high-achieving
elementary schools would be at a relative dis-
advantage compared with those in low-
achieving schools.15 Second, students may
self-select themselves out of contention for
slots in elite high schools because their status
in the academic pecking order suggests a low
probability of success. Third, elementary
school teachers and counselors may informal-
ly select students for slots in elite high schools
on the basis of a relative ranking of students.
Students who are at the top of the academic
pecking order may receive extra attention and
favorable recommendation letters, for exam-
ple. Alternatively, students in elite elementary
schools may face stiffer grading standards,
which may hurt them in competition with ele-
mentary schools with more lax grading stan-
dards because seventh-grade course marks are
used in the selective-enrollment admissions
process. These explanations are consistent
with research that has shown that students in
elite public high schools are at a college
admissions disadvantage because of the
emphasis placed on class rank in the admis-
sions process (Attewell 2001). Finally, neigh-
borhoods with higher achieving schools and
communities may confer noneducational ben-
efits that may inhibit the likelihood that stu-
dents will leave their neighborhoods and risk
weakening these other positive attachments.

Although relative ranking among a set of
current peers may be a disadvantage for

some students, attending an elementary
school in which high school choice is the
norm has a strong and positive effect on the
propensity for choice. Whether a function of
peer effects or informal institutional relation-
ships, the percentage of prior cohorts who
attended a school of choice is an important
form of social capital that increases students’
likelihood of exercising school choice.

In many respects, these findings conform
with the findings of school-choice research
that has focused on students’ and families’
disparities in participation. The results pre-
sented here suggest that the home environ-
ments and school experiences of certain at-
risk populations present substantial barriers to
exercising school choice. Students with edu-
cational disadvantages (being old for their
grade level, having low test scores, or having
high elementary school mobility) are less like-
ly to attend any choice option. Consistent
with prior research on the growing gender
gap between males and females in postsec-
ondary attendance (Jacob 2002), the finding
revealed that boys are less likely than are girls
to exercise public school choice. Moreover,
consistent with prior research, the findings
indicated that among the student population
of Chicago, those with highly motivated par-
ents are better able to succeed in the educa-
tional marketplace.

Unlike previous research, which has often
found that black students are less likely to
take advantage of choice options, however,
these findings suggest that a more complex
narrative may be necessary to describe the
role of race and ethnicity in schooling enroll-
ment decisions. The results revealed that race
is an inconsistent predictor of high school
destination. In other words, the effect of race
depends on the destination in question.
While blacks are less likely to attend private
schools (when poverty and math achieve-
ment are controlled), the role of race in
attending a selective-enrollment high school
is less clear. Furthermore, blacks are no less
likely to attend non-neighborhood high
schools than are whites and Asians. In addi-
tion, Hispanic students are more likely than
are blacks to attend private schools, but are
less likely than blacks to attend non-neigh-
borhood public schools.
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This study has shown that both school and
neighborhood contexts matter for high
school enrollment outcomes. This finding
raises the question of whether elementary
school contextual estimates are biased by the
omission of neighborhood contextual con-
trols (and vice versa). A cross-classified model
would require a much more parsimonious
specification of contextual effects and individ-
ual controls. The virtue of the analysis pre-
sented here is that it tested some important
theoretical concepts on an entire cohort with
a fairly rich set of predictors and controls.
Explicitly modeling the cross-nesting of stu-
dents in different contexts is a logical next
step for this type of analysis.

Furthermore, while the models presented
here account for the nonrandom sorting of
students into schools and neighborhoods, a
cross-sectional design limits the extent to
which a study, such as this one, can make
causal inferences. For example, because of
school and residential mobility, students have
had different levels of exposure to school and
neighborhood contexts, which in this article
was measured only in the eighth grade. This
study was not designed to assess “exposure
to treatment” in this sense. That said, school
context among mobile students does not
vary a great deal. On average, when students
in Chicago switch elementary schools, they
do not typically go to schools that are much
different from the ones they left. Among stu-
dents in the study who switched schools
between fall 1998 and fall 1999, the correla-
tion of each school’s poverty level is .35.
Among students who switched schools
between spring 1998 and spring 1999, the
correlation of each school’s test score is .45.
Therefore, while this study was not designed
to test the longitudinal effects of context, I
would not expect the results to be substan-
tially different from those in the present
study.

The strength of the administrative data
used for this study are completeness with
respect to coverage of a population. The
weakness is that important features of stu-
dents’ background that are often available in
survey samples, such as self-esteem, parental
education, and sibship, remain uncontrolled.
Ideally, this model would include better mea-

sures of family background and more details
about the disposition of students’ applica-
tions. This was a study of realized outcomes,
not of students’ or families’ ambitions. Data
limitations prevented this analysis from distin-
guishing between the factors that influence a
student to apply, be accepted, and enroll in a
school of choice. Although the outcome
probably describes an underlying ambition of
a student or parent in most cases, it is possi-
ble that the realized ambition is, in fact, a sec-
ond or third choice. In other words, it is pos-
sible that some of the students in this study
were “failed choosers” who wanted to attend
a non-neighborhood school, but were reject-
ed or ended up in a private school instead of
the selective-enrollment school they pre-
ferred. Moreover, it is possible that some fam-
ilies who moved out of Chicago between the
eighth and ninth grades did so for their chil-
dren to attend higher-quality schools than
they thought were available to their children
within the city limits. These mobile families
could also have moved exclusively for better-
quality housing, proximity to jobs, crime, or a
mix of such factors. To assess the effect of
school quality on residential mobility deci-
sions would require a different type of data
than were available for this study. One would
also like to take students’ attendance, sev-
enth-grade course grades, and scores on the
selective-enrollment entrance test statistically
into account. Unfortunately, these data and
information about the disposition of individ-
ual students’ applications were not available
to me for this study.

It is possible that the contextual effects on
high school destinations could vary by urban-
icity. The findings reported here apply only to
families who chose to live in the city of
Chicago and are likely to be generalizable to
other urban areas. It is possible that the
implicit exclusion of families who chose to live
in suburban areas because of their perception
that these areas had higher-quality schools
could have biased the contextual effects pre-
sented here. The typical solution to this prob-
lem is to use national data sets to ensure gen-
eralizability. Yet, national samples are not nec-
essarily appropriate for addressing important
questions in research on school choice. A
downside to using a national data set to study
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school choice is that the structure of educa-
tional options varies quite a bit across school
districts, with some districts offering a wide
array of schools that are accessible by public
transportation and others with no choices at
all.

This study examined school choice in a set-
ting that is rich with options for students and
a public transportation system that permits
access to many of these options for most stu-
dents, a regime shared by most of the largest
urban districts in the United States. Moreover,
it examined the high school choices of the
population that is most often targeted with
school choice policy: disadvantaged students
in urban districts. Although the results may
not be generalizable to suburban and rural
areas, this is perhaps not a major shortcom-
ing, given that the choices of students in
most rural and suburban districts are con-
strained relative to those in large urban dis-
tricts and school choice policy is not typically
targeted to these populations of students.

An advantage of using geocoded popula-
tion-level data from one urban school district
is robustness. One can have more confidence
in the estimates of contextual effects that
were presented in this article because of the
relatively large within-school and within-
neighborhood clusters of students who were
available for analysis and the large number of
schools and neighborhoods to compare. This
type of analysis is often difficult to conduct
with national data sets owing to small sample
sizes and privacy concerns that prevent the
disclosure of geographic identifiers. In sum,
studies like the one presented here sacrifice
generalizability for robustness and in-depth
knowledge of the schools, neighborhoods,
and admission procedures in one social sys-
tem.

It should be noted that students with low
achievement are highly unlikely to gain
admittance to selective-enrollment high
schools. To address this concern, I conducted
separate analyses on just the students who
were eligible to apply for admission to selec-
tive-enrollment schools (i.e., those with
scores on the seventh-grade math and read-
ing tests that were above the 40th per-
centile). In most respects, the results (avail-
able from me on request) closely aligned with

the findings of the main analysis.  The con-
textual effects are roughly of the same order
of magnitude, and the signs of all statistically
significant coefficients are consistent with the
analyses on the all-students population.

While estimating students’ choice of
schools with a multinomial model is prefer-
able from an efficiency standpoint, it is possi-
ble that the results presented here violate the
independence of irrelevant alternatives
assumption of the model. To address this pos-
sibility, I also specified a congruent set of
binary logistic models. The binary logit
results, shown in Appendix Table B1,  pro-
duced estimates that are almost identical to
the results produced by the multinomial spec-
ification and did not alter the conclusions of
this study in any substantial way.

In closing, this analysis speaks to the com-
plexity of the newly emergent educational
marketplace. With the rapid expansion of
charter schools and the passage of the No
Child Left Behind Act in 2001, which man-
dates that local school districts allow students
in “failing” or “unsafe” schools to take their
per-pupil funds to attend better schools (in
effect a public school voucher), school choice
is becoming a favored policy tool for educa-
tional reform. In addition, a 2002 Supreme
Court decision, Zelman vs. Simmons-Harris,
permits publicly supported religious school-
ing. These recent developments make under-
standing how students’ social contexts influ-
ence their ability to negotiate the education-
al marketplace increasingly relevant.

NOTES

1. For an important exception, see
Saporito (2003).

2. Because administrative records for stu-
dents who were no longer enrolled in
Chicago public schools include the names of
the schools to which the school district sent
transcripts, it was possible to identify which
students attended private high schools in the
Chicago area.

3. Descriptive statistics from the analytic
cohort with complete data are presented in
Table 1. Appendix A outlines the sample-
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selection rules that were used for this study. It
shows that the analytic sample is comparable
to the full cohort of eighth-grade students
who were enrolled in the Chicago Public
Schools in spring 2000.

4. Most students in this cohort who
attended a private school attended a
parochial one. Among the private school
attendees in this cohort, 82 percent attended
Catholic schools, 5 percent attended non-
Catholic sectarian schools (e.g., Evangelical or
Jewish), 4 percent attended nonsectarian
schools, and 9 percent attended schools that
are otherwise nonclassifiable. These figures
are based on my calculations using data for
school-type classifications from the 2000
Private School Survey by the National Center
on Education Statistics.

5. This category includes all students who
went to charter schools or public military
academies; most students who attended
career academies, magnet schools, or magnet
programs; and all students who simply opted
out of their assigned neighborhood schools.
Although this is a heterogeneous grouping of
school types, previous analyses indicated that
similar factors predict the probability of
attending charter schools, nonselective mag-
net schools and programs, military acade-
mies, and other non-neighborhood options
(analyses available from me on request).

6. One may think of these labels as useful
shorthand. Defining neighborhood as a unit
of analysis is notoriously difficult. For the pur-
poses of this study, the “neighborhood
school” is the one to which a student is
assigned. In most cases, this school will be the
one closest to a student’s residence. In some
cases, however, another nonassigned school
may be closer. Private and selective schools
may also be in a student’s neighborhood, for
example, but in this analysis, they are consid-
ered alternatives to the assigned public
school. The difficulty of defining the school-
neighborhood nexus stems, in part, from the
fact that school boundaries do not corre-
spond with neighborhood boundaries.

7. Policy-driven racial balancing impera-
tives suggest that the school-choice process is
a function not only of family decisions, but of
administrative decisions in schools. Because
data on such administrative procedures are

scarce, the selection and admission processes
are not taken into account in this study. Since
stated policies and anecdotal evidence sug-
gest that the criteria by which students are
selected at selective-enrollment high schools
and magnet programs within high schools
(i.e., schools within schools) are represented
by control variables (e.g., test scores,
race/ethnicity, and gender), this should be a
minor shortcoming.

8. Analyses were conducted on the stu-
dents’ scores on both the reading and math-
ematics tests of the Iowa Test of Basic Skills.
Because math and reading scores are highly
correlated with each other, this analysis prox-
ies students’ academic proficiency with only
one score. Using reading scores instead of
math scores does not significantly affect the
estimation of contextual effects (analysis not
shown, but available from me on request).

9. It is rarely the case that a given elemen-
tary school sends students to only one or two
high schools in Chicago. There were 399 ele-
mentary schools in this study and 47 neigh-
borhood high schools. On average, the stu-
dents of an elementary school were assigned
to about 5 different neighborhood high
schools, although this number varied from 1
to 20 (Tukey’s hinges are 7 and 3). These sta-
tistics suggest there is ample within-elemen-
tary-school variability in the characteristics of
these neighborhood high schools.

10. While using simple aggregations is
standard practice in the sociology of educa-
tion literature, I chose to create measures in
the neighborhood models to reflect theoreti-
cal constructs in urban sociology. This study
replicated the definitions of concentrated dis-
advantage, concentrated affluence, and tenure
in Sampson, Morenoff, and Earls (1999).

11. This model has been used to analyze
choices of colleges and graduate schools
(Eide, Brewer, and Ehrenberg 1998; Nguyen
and Taylor 2003).

12. Because tract and high school bound-
aries are noncontiguous, it is not possible to
enter neighborhood high school characteris-
tics as level-two effects.

13. This article uses the term contextual
effects to describe an association of a feature
of a neighborhood or school and high school
enrollment outcomes, net of compositional
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factors. It is important to stress that a cross-
sectional design permits only the analysis of
associations, not causal inferences in the strict
sense of the phrase.

14. All the results are statistically significant

except for the private equation in the neigh-
borhood model.

15. Conversations with admissions direc-
tors at selective-enrollment high schools,
however, indicated that no such quotas exist.

APPENDIX A

Analytic Sample-Selection Rules

The goal of the analysis was to estimate contextual effects on students’ propensities to choose
high schools. Students who were not positioned to choose a high school during spring 2000
were defined as “out of scope” for the purposes of this study. In other words, students who
were not “at risk” of exercising high school choice in Chicago were censored from the analy-
sis. Table A1 identifies these students and summarizes the following sample restrictions.

1. Students who were enrolled in the Chicago Public Schools in the eighth grade, but then
moved to an address outside the city limits were censored from the analysis because it was
impossible to track their high school enrollment outcomes. 

2. Students who were retained in the eighth grade in fall 2000 were censored from the
analysis because their choice of schools was administratively determined. 

3. Students who were already in a school that included secondary grades (i.e., those greater
than eight) were omitted from consideration because they had chosen a high school before
spring 2000. 

4. Those who attended schools for students exclusively with special needs (behavioral or
learning disabilities, those who were in jail, or those who were in a school for pregnant
teenagers) were censored from the analysis because students in such circumstances were gen-
erally unable to choose a high school. It is important to note that this sample-definition deci-
sion did not omit all students with special needs from the sample. Students with learning dis-
abilities who were enrolled in regular elementary schools were included in the analysis and
constituted 17 percent of the final analytic sample. 

5. Dropouts were omitted from the analysis because they did not choose a high school. 
6. Those who died between spring 2000 and spring 2001 were not included in the analy-

sis. 
These sample decision rules resulted in an “in-scope” N of 23,535. From this population,

5,058 cases were deleted because of missing student-level data, school or tract identifiers,
and/or school or neighborhood covariates, resulting in a final analytic sample of 18,477 stu-
dents.

Table A1. Sample-Selection Summary

Category Number

Chicago Public Schools Eighth Graders in Spring 2000 30,624
Moved out of Chicago 2,284
Retained in the eighth grade 605
In a school with an elementary-high school grade span 349
Special population 2,199
Dropout 1,638
Died 14

In-Scope Population 23,535
Deleted due to missing data 5,058

Final Analysis Sample 18,477
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Because each of these censoring decisions may be of concern, it is important to understand
whether the censoring decisions resulted in an analytic sample that is representative of the
underlying population. Table A2 shows the means of the population and analytic sample.
Because the analytic sample is large, one-sample z-tests resulted in a number of statistically sig-
nificant mean differences. That said, the size of these differences is relatively small. The column
labeled “Diff (SD)” computes the ratio of the mean difference and the pooled standard devi-
ation of each variable. Most of the standardized mean differences are less than one-twentieth
of a standard deviation. Two differences are over a tenth of a standard deviation. The students
in the analytic sample were less likely to have high values on previous school moves and were
less likely to be old for their grade level.
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APPENDIX B

Binary Logit Results

An assumption of the multinomial logistic model is the “independence of irrelevant alterna-
tives.” It is possible that the model used in this study was not appropriate for the underlying
behavior being modeled. If the school-choice decision process is sequential, for example, this
would violate the assumption of the independence of irrelevant alternatives because one’s
preference for one school (e.g., a private one) may depend on whether one got into another
school (e.g., a selective-enrollment one). While this is certainly plausible, data are not avail-
able to adjudicate this kind of claim. Although multinomial models are often preferable for effi-
cient estimation, it turns out that because of the sample sizes in this study, the results of the
binary logit HLM models are virtually identical to those obtained from the multinomial logit
HLM models. Therefore, the decision of whether to use the multinomial model or an analo-
gous series of binary logits has no effect on the statistical or substantive significance of the
findings reported.

Table B1 displays the results of the coefficients and standard errors of the primary contex-
tual effects discussed in the article. All the results are in the same direction and are of approx-
imately the same magnitude. No statistically significant result is rendered statistically insignif-
icant by specifying the comparison as a binary logit.
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