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Residential Segregation

High levels of residential segregation have been linked to lower high school 
graduation rates, higher unemployment, lower earnings, and greater levels of single 
parenthood.  Residential segregation can also create poor health conditions because of 
the location of less affluent communities.  Segregated neighborhoods are more likely to 
be closer to highways, industrial areas, or toxic waste sites because the price of land is 
cheaper in those areas. (Musterd, 2005)

American cities tend to show 
higher levels of ethnic segre-
gation in comparison to 
European cities 
(Musterd, 2005; Iceland, 2004).

Dissimilarity Index, socio-economic levels

Musterd, 2005



School Segregation - United States

“’Desegregation works. Nothing else does,’ said Daniel Shulman, a Minnesota civil rights attorney. ‘There 
is no amount of money you can put into a segregated school that is going to make it equal.’”
               Associated Press, 2017

While all states receive some sort of federal education funding based on population and performance, 
the states are also able to choose how much of their more local tax dollars will be allocated toward edu-
cation.  This state tax allocation is the beginning of the disparity in US schools - like Vermont con-
tributing 2.8 times more per pupil than Utah (The Economist, 2017). 
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 Forced student busing into more affluent areas
 Private voucher programs funded by state taxes
 Charter schools with autonomy of staffing and curriculum
 Open enrollment to eliminate districts/catchment areas

State Proposed Solutions



School Segregation - Italy
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Immigrant Students in Italian 
Public Schools

A scattered urban fabric and territorial fragmentation has scattered immigrants around the 
country, eliminating the shock of high concentrations in specific cities or areas (Barberis, 2017). 

Retention rate by grade level
Immigrant students in Italian 

public schools

Lack of policies that directly combat school segregation

PIBs
Total
Required 
Schooling

MIUR, 2012



Table of Contents
I. Segregation
 Residential 
 School

II. Research Framework
 Research Questions
 Methodology
 Limits of Study

III. New Orleans
 Overview
 29 August 2005
 School Choice

IV. School Choice
 Milan and Denver Results 

V. Synthesis of Inputs
 Conflict-Ambiguity Matrix 
 Qualitative Input

VI. Conclusions 



Research Questions

How are geographic location and school segregation manifested in both 
the Italian and American contexts?  Are policy shifts (elimination of 

enrollment borders, charter schools, voucher programs) alleviating this 
segregation in any way?

The US has proven that neighborhood and school disparities are strong-
ly linked, but can this linkage lead to a positive proposal, advocated by 
both community and school actors, to alleviate disparities among both?



Methodology

This thesis research began by deciding on three specific cases in order to acquire a 
better understanding of open enrollment programs. 

Cities were chosen not only because of personal interest, but also because 
of the relative size of their urban areas and the diverse manner in which 
open enrollment programs materialized.

 

Quantitative Qualitative

Segregation in cities was then 
analyzed using the Dissimilarity 
Index.   

Six semi-structured interviews 
were conducted with individuals who 
teach/work/lead within schools in the  
contexts studied.

The quantitative Dissimilarity Index and the qualitative interview inputs were paired to explore the 
success of the various open enrollment programs, and ultimately propose tools which can be 
utilized for more latitudinal analyses. 



Limits of Study

The three cases presented do not provide a comprehensive analysis for all school 
reform efforts.  The experiences and history present in each city allows for 
different challenges and opportunities that are specific to each place.

New Orleans has a rich culture as a historically African American city, which 
should influence the way the policies in the urban area are carried out.  

The interviews in Milan informed that segregation in schools is not solely an ethnic 
issue, but in many cases one that reflects domestic socio-economic inequality.  
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different challenges and opportunities that are specific to each place.

New Orleans has a rich culture as a historically African American city, which 
should influence the way the policies in the urban area are carried out.  

The interviews in Milan informed that segregation in schools is not solely an ethnic 
issue, but in many cases one that reflects domestic socio-economic inequality.  

This research seeks to add to the dialogue surrounding school choice and its 
effects on local communities.  
By addressing the cases of Milan, New Orleans, and Denver in parallel, common 
experiences are highlighted in order to present a more cohesive understanding of 
shortcomings, but also potentials for more comprehensive school choice policies.



Dissimilarity Index (DI)

There are two common tools used to measure segregation, specifically segregation in 
schools:

 

Dissimilarity Index Isolation Index

A statistical tool that measures how per-
fectly each school reflects the district 
population.  Interpretted as the 
‘percentage of students in one group who 
would have to switch schools in order to 
have all schools at the district average’ 
(Bell Weixler, 2017).  Measured from 0 - 1.

A statistical tool that measures the 
typical concentration of a student’s own 
group (race, income, achievement, ect.) 
within the school that they attend.  
Measured from 0 - 1.
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fectly each school reflects the district 
population.  Interpretted as the 
‘percentage of students in one group who 
would have to switch schools in order to 
have all schools at the district average’ 
(Bell Weixler, 2017).  Measured from 0 - 1.

A statistical tool that measures the 
typical concentration of a student’s own 
group (race, income, achievement, ect.) 
within the school that they attend.  
Measured from 0 - 1.

Isolation Index changes as the percentage of 
group in the district changes, even if the distri-
bution within the schools remains the same.

DI considers the changing neighborhood and 
district make-up and modifies the index value 
based on those changes.

0 < D < 0.3 - low segregation

0.3 < D < 0.6 - moderate segregation

0.6 < D < 1.0 - high segregation 
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New Orleans - Overview

Before 2005 the city had been experienc-
ing a steady decline from the mid-1960’s.

 465,000 population
 12.5% vacant housing stock
 home ownership < than national average
 household income < national average
 

Such struggles have had a negative effect on the city’s tax base. 
 
The city’s water supply infrastructure was in need of $3 billion worth of repair

Orleans Parish School Board failing national standards and deemed extreme-
ly corrupt and and inefficient.  Overtaken by the state in early 2005.

13 districts of New Orleans



New Orleans - 29 August 2005

Hurricane Katrina hit on 29 August 2005.  

Intense pressure caused multiple levees in the 
city to break and cause extensive flooding 
through 80% of the city.  Flooding was record-
ed as deep at 10 ft (3 meters) in some districts.

Evaculation was recommended on August 27, 
but almost one quarter of the city remained - 
both because of unwillingness to leave and 
lack of resources.

The burden of these failures (both of the 
evacuation and the levee failures) fell most-
ly on the African American, poor, and elderly 
populations.  Four months after Hurricane 
Katrina, the total population of New Orleans was 
only 158,353, 37% of the pre-Katrina population 
(Kates et al., 2006)

recorded flooring by district, August 31, 2005

13 districts of New Orleans



New Orleans - Recovery Efforts
Four months after the Hurricane, the city population was 158,353 

(37% of the pre-Katrina population).
Multiple recovery plans were proposed, but the Unified New Orleans Plan was finally 

approved in March 2007.    

The UNOP was approved, and ultimately 
successful because of the participatory 
nature of the proposal.  

Community Congress events that valued the 
input of as many as 4,000 members of the 
New Orleans diaspora during each phase of 
the planning process.

Took place in 21 cities around the United 
States.

Ended with 92% of attendees stating that 
they approved of the plan and 93% stating 
that they would participate in their community 
in the future (AmericaSpeaks, 2007).

UNOP action plan and recovery goals



New Orleans - School Choice

2005 - Recovery School District (RSD) took control of the failing New Orleans school district.

weeks after the beginning of the 2005 school year 100 of the 127 schools in the district were 
destroyed.  100% of the teachers force was laid-off soon after.  

RSD immediately took action and opened up the market for charter schools.  With this 
introduction of charter schools, the city eliminated the previous ‘school districts’, thus 
beginning open enrollment.

By the 2008-2009 school year - 62% of schools were charter schools
By the 2013-2014 school year - 86% of schools were charter schools

New Orleans population as of 2017 - 393,000

Charter schools are not the solution.  The private/autonomous nature of the charter 
model has led to problems of sddountability and uniformity in charter success.



New Orleans - School Choice (cont.)

DI before Hurricane Katrina (2005)
Both elementary and high schools were very 
‘uneven’ before the hurricane.

African American 
 elementary schools - 74%
 high schools - 62%

Caucasian
 elementary - 80%
 high school - 75%

Low-Income
 elementary - 42%
 high school - 25%

A+ Colorado, 2018



New Orleans - School Choice (cont.)
New Orleans Population (2010 Census)

While open enrollment existed from 2005, OneApp, 
the city’s universal enrollment system was not 
implemented until 2011.

Studies have suggested that while parents may state that they will choose a school with higher 
test scores, they oftentimes actively choose schools with lower test scores, but with a higher 
share of students within their own racial group (Schneider et al., 2002; Weiher et al., 2002). 

Interviews informed that the passive nature of the model allows families to ‘choice out’ of 
schools where students do not match the desired demographic.

DI in New Orleans High Schools
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School Choice in Milan 

PERCENTAGE OF FOREIGN STUDENTS

primary lower secondary

Lombardy is the Italian region with the highest 
share of foreign students, 25% of the foreign 
students in Italy (MUIR, 2017).  

Ranci et al., 2017



School Choice in Milan 
Dissimilarity Index (DI)

primary lower secondary

Lombardy is the Italian region with the highest 
share of foreign students, 25% of the foreign 
students in Italy (MUIR, 2017).  

“...sharing the space does not always 
correspond to mingling: the cultural 
distances from the mainstream can 
be emphasized by socio-economic 
gaps pushing minorities to adopt 
auto-segregative behavior” 
(Rimoldi, 2017)

Affluent families often use school 
mobility option to ‘escape’ 
periphery neighborhoods classified 
by a low-income or foreign 
populations (Ranci et al., 2016).

Ranci et al., 2017

PERCENTAGE OF FOREIGN STUDENTS



School Choice in Denver

78 neighborhoods of Denver char-
acterized from ‘high planning need’ 

(darker) to ‘low planning need’ 
(lighter), as defined by the Neigh-

borhood Planning Initiative.



School Choice in Denver

Dissimilarity Index (DI)

78 neighborhoods of Denver char-
acterized from ‘high planning need’ 

(darker) to ‘low planning need’ 
(lighter), as defined by the Neigh-

borhood Planning Initiative.

Denver named one of the ‘fastest grow-
ing cities’ (Forbes Magazine)

2012 - SchoolChoice, the universal open 
enrollment program implemented.

Gentrification as an asset or danger in 
school integration?
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Conflict-Ambiguity Matrix

In his article, Richard E. Matland states that there are two criteria that can be used to gauge the 
way a policy issue should be addressed, the policy conflict and the policy ambiguity. 

Administrative 
Implementation

Resources

Political 
Implementation

Power

Experimental 
Implementation

Contextual Conditions

Symbolic 
Implementation

Coalition Strength

Top-down actors generally like to see 
more specific goals with limited 

ambiguity, but this tends to increase the 
potential for conflict.

  
More ambiguity is often useful when 

more ‘clear’ goals infringe on the values 
of key stakeholders involved, in these 
cases ambiguity will reduce the potential 

conflict and can even accelerate 
legislative compliance.  

Bottom-up actors see ambiguity as a 
natural part of the normative policy 

process.
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Conflict-Ambiguity Matrix in Open Enrollment

Conflict and Ambiguity are beneficial tools which can be used at various scales of policy implementation

Data shows that a strict policy 
on school choice and school 

segregation in Milan, New 
Orleans, or Denver is not 
successful in alleviating 

segregation.

Administrative 
Implementation

traditional public ad-
ministrative practices

Political 
Implementation

current open 
enrollment

Experimental 
Implementation

Symbolic 
Implementation
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potential for hybrid model of open enrollment policies



Qualitative Input

Neighborhood influence on school 
segregation.  

Schools in periphery fighting the stigma 
of being in ‘bad’ or ‘poor’ areas.

Neighborhoods are changing, but the 
school demographics stay the same.

GENTRIFICATION EFFORTS BY LOCAL SCHOOL COMMUNITY

PARENTAL PREFERENCE COLLABORATION AMONGST SCHOOLS

Individual schools making a special effort 
to make their situation more equitable.

Competitions for money to offer 
supplemental programs.

Teachers fight the stigma many minority 
families feel toward the larger systems. 

Wealthier families choosing private schools, 
choosing against diversity.  

Low-income are without resources to 
move students outside the district.

Geographic location is a high preferences.

There is little collaboration amongst 
schools.

Charter network model is valuable because 
it provides a means to share resources.

When schools are isolated, they suffer.
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Conclusions - Revisiting Research Questions

How are geographic location and school segregation manifested in both 
the Italian and American contexts?  Are policy shifts (elimination of 

enrollment borders, charter schools, voucher programs) alleviating this 
segregation in any way?

The three cities studied displayed no real alleviation of segregation after the 
implementation of their open enrollment policies.

Denver and New Orleans have had universal open enrollment policies since 2012 and 2011 
respectively.  Milan eliminated its catchment area as part of a national decentralization of 
schools, but schools are still more segregated than their neighborhood contexts.

If the open enrollment policies of Milan are used to inform the cases in the United States, it can be 
inferred that more established, passively implemented, policies will allow segregation to continue.



The US has proven that neighborhood and school disparities are strongly 
linked, but can this linkage lead to a positive proposal, advocated by both 

community and school actors, to alleviate disparities among both?

Conclusions - Revisiting Research Questions

The state/city led policies are not enough to alleviate segregation on their own.  Fortunately 
there is a desire from the local actors to actively combat school segregation.

Strong local networks, as seen in New Orleans during the UNOP, feel pride and investment for 
their communities.  There is a need for diverse schools in all neighborhoods, but this cannot be 
achieved without the input of local stakeholders.
Collaboration is key.  Networks of local actors, committed to alleviating school segregation, can 
share resources and successes in order to create more large scale diversity.

These collaborative networks need to be supported by the state/city



Conclusions - Implementation

State initiated policy

Provides resources to the local 
stakeholders.  These resources include 
finance, data, and most importantly, the 

network structure.

Collaboration occurs amongst schools and 
communities with common 

demographics/goals/struggles/values.

The implementation will differ by city, and 
by neighborhood.

ex. New Orleans is sensitive to it’s African 
American history.  Milan pairs efforts 

towards ethnic segregation with income 
segregation.  Denver recognizes that many 

of it’s minority residents face housing 
insecurity.

The implementation model has the 
potential to be scaled up to other 

situations in order to promote diversity 
in a manner that respects an individual 

context.



Thank You

harris roberta grigoropoulos


