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Abstract 
In 2023, the District of Columbia will review address-based student assignments – 
known as boundary assignments – to determine which District of Columbia Public 
Schools (DCPS) students are entitled by-right to attend based on their residential 
address. 

This report examines where students are more likely to attend their by-right school, 
which by-right schools are most representative of all public school students, and how 
enrollment compares to capacity at by-right school facilities. It also highlights the areas of 
the city where changes to student assignment policies could impact the largest number 
of students. 
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1. Introduction 
In 2023, the District of Columbia will review address-based student assignments – known as 
boundary assignments – to determine which District of Columbia Public Schools (DCPS) schools are 
students entitled to attend by-right, based on their residential address. This is only the second time 
since 1968 that the city will undertake such a review. (The other was in 2014.)  

The 2023 student assignment and boundary review will: 

• Examine student assignments to schools by-right based on DCPS boundaries and  
feeder patterns, 

• Evaluate if there is adequate capacity in by-right DCPS facilities, including at each  
grade band, and  

• Look for opportunities to create equitable access to high-quality DCPS schools.  

D.C. has much racial and economic residential segregation, and much public school choice. Citywide, 
just 28 percent of students attend their by-right school — but the share of students attending their by-
right school varies greatly across different parts of the city. Students in more affluent areas are more 
likely to opt into their by-right school. These factors make D.C.’s review of student assignments a 
unique process and require a robust fact base.  

The purpose of this report is to present D.C. residents with clear, easy to digest information on the 
District’s school boundaries and to increase knowledge on the current state of by-right school 
enrollment.  

This analysis examines the 98 by-right schools (or 104 by-right schools if counting schools’ multiple 
education campuses serving different grade bands). We focus on: 

• Where students are most likely to attend their by-right school or choose other options,  
• How well the student population is represented at DCPS by-right schools, and  
• The extent to which DCPS by-right school facilities are utilized.  

The report begins with context on D.C.’s previous and current review processes, then moves to an 
analysis of the role of school boundaries.  

Findings 
Several findings emerge from this analysis as important context for the 2023 boundary and student 
assignment study:  

1. Fewer than half of D.C.’s public schools — 98 out of 249 — are by-right schools, with seats 
guaranteed for students who live in a boundary area. 
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2. Most students in D.C. do not attend their by-right school: Instead, 72 percent of students in 
D.C. apply through the common lottery to attend a citywide DCPS school, another DCPS 
school as an out-of-boundary student, or a public charter school.  

3. Boundary participation varies greatly across the city: Of the city’s 9 feeder patterns, 1 
(Jackson-Reed) has a boundary participation rate that is almost three times greater than the 
city average. In contrast, 4 other feeder patterns have boundary participation rates of less 
than 20 percent. 

4. Younger students are more likely to attend their by-right school: Elementary grades have 
the highest boundary participation rates, at 31 percent. High schools have the lowest at 20 
percent. 

5. In general, by-right schools are not racially and ethnically representative of students across 
the city. This is, in part, because of neighborhood demographics: At 53 of D.C.’s 104 by-right 
schools, the share of Black students is at least 5 percentage points higher than the city 
average for the grade band.  

6. In the feeder pattern with the highest boundary participation, Black students are under-
represented, and white students are over-represented: Jackson-Reed is unique in this 
discrepancy. 

7. By-right schools in D.C. are more socioeconomically representative than racially or 
ethnically representative: One of every three schools within 15 percentage points of the city 
average for at-risk students compared to one out of every five schools within 15 percentage 
points of the city average for Black students. 

8. Facility utilization rates vary across the city and by grade band. There are some pockets of 
high utilization even where boundary participation is low: Just 9 facilities are flagged as 
over-utilized and 16 facilities are flagged as under-utilized.  
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Glossary of key terms 
Boundary participation rate 
The boundary participation rate is the percent of public school students living in each school’s 
boundary who attend the associated by-right school. The numerator is the number of in-boundary 
students enrolled at the school and the denominator is all grade-specific public school students living 
in the boundary. 

By-right school 
A by-right school is the school for which a student has the guaranteed right to enroll. (Students are 
not guaranteed a seat in pre-kindergarten.) Every residential address has an assigned by-right 
elementary, middle, and high school.  

Facility utilization rate 
Facility utilization rates show the extent to which a building is used. It is calculated as enrollment 
divided by programmatic capacity. 

Feeder pattern 
A feeder pattern is the set of elementary, middle, and high schools that a student can attend by-right 
in DCPS. There are nine feeder patterns in the District of Columbia, and this report names them by the 
by-right high school since all by-right elementary and middle schools feed into one of these nine by-
right high schools. 

Grade band 
For this analysis, grade bands group students into elementary (pre-kindergarten through grade 5), 
middle (grades 6 to 8), and high (grades 9 to 12) schools depending on their grade of enrollment. 
 
School boundary 
School boundaries map students to their elementary, middle, or high by-right school based on 
residential address (students are not guaranteed a seat in pre-kindergarten). 

Student assignment policy 
Student assignment policy determines who gets to go to which school, what rights students have for 
remaining in a school they have chosen, and what rights students have for transferring between 
schools. This can include geographic school boundaries, feeder patterns, matches in the lottery, and 
other preferences. 
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2. Boundary studies past 
and present 
Since 1968, the District of Columbia has taken on a review of school boundaries only once, in 2014. 
There are key differences between the circumstances of the 2014 review, and the forthcoming 2023 
review. 

The 2014 Student Assignment & School Boundaries 
Review Process 
In 2014, D.C. embarked on a review of student assignment to by-right schools – the first review of its 
kind in many decades. The purpose of that 2014 boundary review was to update a complicated and 
outdated boundary assignment system precipitated by school closures that took place in 2008 and 
2011, and an increase in the share of students attending public charter schools.1 Specifically, DCPS 
school closures across the city (38 schools in total) had caused confusing school feeder patterns, 
wherein some students had rights to multiple schools, and others were assigned to schools that were 
not easily walkable.  

The 2014 review largely sought to clarify student assignment, make future enrollment more certain, 
reduce student movement, relieve travel burdens, create coordinated planning for school capacity 
across the city to increase funding efficiency, and increase school utilization rates.2 

The review was led by the Office of the Deputy Mayor for Education (DME), with recommendations for 
student assignment put forward by an Advisory Committee. The review benefited from feedback from 
focus groups of parents and residents, surveys, and working groups. There was also an interactive 
website for residents to see the impact of various options, as well as government-sponsored 
community meetings and public hearings.  

The final report provided a new map of boundary assignments and associated feeder patterns, with 
each residential address assigned to a single school for each grade band. 

The report also offered recommendations on steps the city should take to increase capacity and 
equitable access, and plan for education infrastructure to ensure public funds are spent efficiently.3 
Among the recommendations was that the city should undergo periodic comprehensive reviews of 
student assignment policies, including boundaries and feeder patterns. This recommendation was 
codified in the Fiscal Year 2023 Budget Support Emergency Act of 2022,4 which requires a new 
boundary and student assignment study in 2023 and subsequently every 10 years.  
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The 2023 Student Assignment & Boundary Study 
D.C.’s 2023 Student Assignment & Boundary Study will take place under very different circumstances 
than the 2014 study. First, today there is no confusion on feeder patterns, unlike in 2014. Second, also 
unlike the 2014 study, which followed DCPS school closures, DCPS has since opened five citywide 
schools and has plans to open new by-right schools. Third, although the level of total DCPS 
enrollment has remained almost the same since the previous changes went into effect, enrollment has 
shifted away from some by-right schools, leaving some elementary and high schools in Wards 7 and 8 
especially, with lower enrollment.5  

Figure 1. Enrollment change in DCPS by-right schools, 2015-16 to 2021-22 

 

The 2023 review will revisit three areas of recommendations from the 2014 report:  

1. Student assignments to by-right schools, 
2. Capacity in by-right DCPS facilities, and  
3. Equitable access to high-quality DCPS schools as defined in the review process.
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3. Schools and school 
boundaries in D.C. 
School boundaries assign students to DCPS by-right schools based on their home addresses. In D.C., 
students may also apply through a common lottery6 to attend a DCPS school as an out-of-boundary 
student, a citywide DCPS school, or a public charter school.  

In school year 2021-22, D.C.’s public school students were served by 249 public schools, including 116 
DCPS schools and 133 public charter schools. All public charter schools are citywide, and 121 public 
charter schools serve students in pre-kindergarten through grade 12 (12 out of the 133 public charter 
schools serve adult and alternative students). Out of the 116 DCPS schools, 98 are by-right schools 
and 18 are citywide. Ten DCPS schools are education campuses, which serve students in multiple 
grade bands (elementary and middle, or middle and high). 

 

Table 1. Number of DCPS and public charter schools 
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Finding #1: Fewer than half of D.C.’s public schools — 98 out of 
249 — are by-right schools, with seats guaranteed for students 
who live in a boundary area. 

 

Figure 2. Number of DCPS and public charter schools in D.C., school year 2021-22 

 

Counting grade bands as unique schools at education campuses that serve multiple grade bands, the 
116 schools of DCPS can be considered as 126 schools.7 In this expanded set of 126 schools serving 
one grade band, 104 by-right schools are the focus of this analysis:  

• 74 by-right elementary schools, which feed into  
• 21 by-right middle schools, which then feed into  
• 9 by-right high schools.  

See Figure 4 for the full list of by-right DCPS schools by feeder pattern and grade band used in this 
analysis.  

Of the remaining 22 DCPS citywide schools not accounted for above, half provide high school 
options: 7 selective high schools require an application for admission and 4 citywide high schools that 
determine admission solely through the common lottery. Other citywide DCPS schools include 5 
elementary schools, 3 middle schools, 2 early learning centers, and 1 school serving DCPS students 
with the greatest special education needs. These schools are not considered as the focus of this 
report as they do not have geographic boundaries. 
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 Figure 3. DCPS by-right and citywide schools by grade band, school year 2021-22 

 

 

Finding #2: Most students in D.C. do not attend their by-right 
school. Instead, 72 percent of D.C. students apply through a 
common lottery to attend a DCPS school as an out-of-boundary 
student, a citywide DCPS school, or a public charter school.  

 

28 percent of public school students attending pre-kindergarten through grade 12 in the District of 
Columbia attend their by-right school. Most students (72 percent) do not attend the by-right school 
where they have a guaranteed seat based on their address.8 Almost half of the public school students 
in D.C. (46 percent) attend a public charter school, 20 percent attend a DCPS by-right school but as 
an out-of-boundary student, and 7 percent attend DCPS citywide schools including DCPS high 
schools that require an application. Outside of public school, an estimated 16 percent of all school-age 
residents attend private school.9  
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Figure 4. Pre-kindergarten through grade 12 student enrollment in D.C.’s public schools by sector, 
school year 2021-22 

 

Many factors influence these school enrollment choices. Parents frequently emphasize academics 
when asked directly what matters to them most. However, common lottery applications show that 
school demographics and location also influence enrollment preferences.  

A recent study of how parents rank their preferences when they apply to the District’s common lottery 
found that parents care about academic outcomes, but they also generally prefer schools close to 
home, which can be related to transportation issues or other barriers during the application process. 
Parents also prefer schools where most of the student body has racial, ethnic, or socioeconomic 
backgrounds like their own children.10 

When the right to access a school is based on geographic boundaries (and whether a home is located 
within a certain boundary), preferences for certain schools may determine housing choices. Families, 
especially those with more resources, tend to move to neighborhoods assigned to schools that are in 
high demand. This can create overcrowding in some by-right schools, especially if the school facility 
lacks the capacity to add more seats. Additionally, higher demand for housing in these neighborhoods 
can lead to higher housing prices, especially if the housing stock is limited. More expensive housing 
within a boundary can lead to a student body that is more affluent, and less socioeconomically 
diverse.   
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Redrawing school boundaries 
From time to time, school districts may consider changing school boundaries or changing eligibility 
within boundaries to address changing student populations – perhaps to alleviate overcrowding, 
improve integration, or increase access to in-demand schools for students from other neighborhoods. 
These shifts redistribute the current student population, generally with a focus on an even allocation 
of students across schools.  

D.C.’s 202313 process will look at student assignment to examine enrollment at by-right schools, 
adequate capacity, and equitable access.  

In other districts, goals can have similar policy implications — examining integration, facility use, and 
innovative student assignment policies. For example, New York City made plans to increase school 
integration and diversity: Montgomery County, Maryland looked at facility use among other goals; and 
New Orleans sought to look at student priority in the lottery based on address. 

These processes in other cities have lessons learned for D.C. — see the appendix for more 
information. One difference in D.C.’s process is combining these three policy goals of integration, 
facility use, and different ways to assign students to schools.  
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4. A look at boundary 
participation in DCPS  
by-right schools 
Boundary participation rates11 show the share of public school students who choose to enroll in their 
by-right school out of all public school students who are eligible to attend the school.12  

Private school students are excluded from the universe to calculate boundary participation. Private 
school enrollment is highest in the Jackson-Reed (formerly Wilson) feeder pattern, which is the 
geographic area with the highest boundary participation rate. Thus, families in this area of the city are 
likewise making school choices, but their choice is primarily between public and private options.13  

Boundary participation rates are a measure of demand for by-right schools compared to other public 
school options. This analysis examines: 

• Boundary participation rates for elementary, middle, and high schools; 
• Out-of-boundary participation in DCPS schools: the share of public school students 

attending a DCPS by-right school who do not live in the boundary area or who are attending a 
citywide DCPS school without a boundary; and 

• Public charter school participation: the share of public school students attending a public 
charter school. 
 

Finding #3: Boundary participation varies greatly across the city. 
Of the 9 feeder patterns, one (Jackson-Reed) has a boundary 
participation rate that is almost three times greater than the city 
average. In contrast, 4 other feeder patterns have boundary 
participation rates of less than 20 percent. 

 

The average boundary participation rate across all DCPS by-right schools is 28 percent, measuring for 
students who attend the elementary, middle, and high schools that make up each feeder pattern.  

The combined boundary participation rates are below 20 percent for the Anacostia, Ballou, Dunbar, 
and Woodson feeder patterns. This means that more than 80 percent of public school students living 
in these boundaries attend a public school option that is not their by-right school.  
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In stark contrast to the rest of the city, schools that make up the Jackson-Reed feeder pattern have a 
boundary participation rate of 79 percent, meaning that just 21 percent of students choose other 
public school options. 

Figure 4. Current DCPS feeder patterns and by-right schools, by grade band  
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Figure 4. Current DCPS feeder plan and by-right schools, by grade band (continued) 
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Finding #4: Younger students are more likely to attend their by-
right school: Elementary grades have the highest boundary 
participation rates, at 31 percent. High schools have the lowest at 
20 percent. 

 

Elementary schools have the highest boundary participation, at 31 percent across all elementary 
schools. Boundary participation is 27 percent across all middle schools, and 20 percent across all 
high schools. The large decline in boundary participation at the high school level is due, in part, to the 
11 selective and citywide DCPS high schools that are open to all students.  

Figure 5. Boundary participation rate by grade band and feeder pattern, school year 2021-22 

 

These boundary participation rates mean that adjusting geographic boundaries could have a 
meaningful enrollment impact for only a handful of schools that have high boundary participation rates 
(concentrated in the Jackson-Reed feeder pattern, which has 12 elementary schools, three middle 
schools, and one high school). In contiguous areas of the city where boundary participation is low, 
changing the geographic delineation of a boundary will not have a large effect on enrollment at by-
right schools. A closer look below at maps of boundary participation and other school choices by 
grade band shows where these rates vary across the city. 
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Elementary school choice 
The boundary participation rate across all DCPS elementary schools is 31 percent. However, 16 
elementary schools in the Jackson-Reed, Eastern, and Cardozo feeder patterns have much higher 
boundary participation: at least 60 percent (and as high as 90 percent).  

Public charter school participation rate for elementary school students is 46 percent across the city, 
with rates mostly higher in the eastern and southern parts of the District.  

The out-of-boundary participation rate (students attending DCPS schools but not as a by-right student) 
for elementary school students is 23 percent, and more consistent across the city aside from those 
areas with high boundary participation. 

Figure 6. Types of public elementary schools that D.C. students attended, school year 2021-22 

 

Middle school choice 
At 27 percent, citywide middle school boundary participation is slightly lower than elementary 
schools’ 31 percent citywide participation. Of the 21 by-right middle schools in the city, only the three 
that feed into Jackson-Reed have high boundary participation rates — at least 60 percent.  
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In middle school, out-of-boundary participation rates are similar to elementary school out-of-boundary 
participation rates, at 21 percent, and fairly consistent across the city. Public charter school 
participation rises in middle school to 51 percent and is typically higher than boundary participation for 
each middle school, aside from the Jackson-Reed feeder pattern’s middle schools. 

Figure 7. Types of public middle schools that D.C. students attend and participation rates, school 
year 2021-22 

 

 

High school choice 
Boundary participation rates drop again — to 20 percent — for high schools. Only Jackson-Reed High 
School, at 67 percent, has a boundary participation rate of more than half. For the rest of the city, 
students seem to split almost equally between out-of-boundary DCPS schools and public charter 
schools. Out-of-boundary participation at DCPS’s citywide high schools, including enrollment at the 11 
DCPS selective high schools and programs, is 39 percent. Public charter school participation is at 42 
percent.  
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Figure 8. Types of public high schools that D.C. students attended, school year 2021-22 
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5. Student group 
representation in by-right 
schools 
In school year 2021-22, most students in D.C.’s public schools were people of color (65 percent of 
students were Black and 17 percent were Latino), and 49 percent of students were designated as “at-
risk” for funding purposes.14  

In upper grades of middle and high school, the share of students who are Black is higher and the 
percentage of students who are white is lower. (Data are not publicly available for at-risk status by 
grade band.)  

Thus, for a school to reflect the city’s demographics, it will have a majority of students who are Black 
and an equal balance of students who are and are not categorized as “at-risk”.  

Figure 9. Student demographics in D.C.’s public schools, school year 2021-22 
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School-level representation shows the extent to which a school’s student body reflects the 
racial/ethnic or socioeconomic demographics of public school students citywide.  

By-right schools, however, are more likely to represent the demographics of students who live within 
their boundary. These demographics vary greatly across the city. Data are not available by school 
boundary, but in the eastern part of the city that includes most of the Ballou, Anacostia, and Woodson 
feeder patterns, 93 percent of school-age residents are Black. In the western part of the city that 
includes most of the Jackson-Reed feeder pattern, 15 percent of school-age residents are Black. 

Figure 10. Share of the school-age students who are Black, by PUMA, 2021 

 

 

This distribution is related to a history of segregation in D.C.’s schools and neighborhoods linked racial 
covenants on home purchases, which excluded Black residents and other groups from certain 
neighborhoods. In addition, Federal Housing Administration (FHA) grades from the 1930s15 linked the 
racial composition of areas in D.C. to criteria for mortgage lending, institutionalizing racial segregation 
in the housing market.16 Racial and economic segregation is closely related to housing in D.C., with 
estimated housing values increasing and residents’ demographics both changing from east to west.17  

Racial/ethnic, and economic segregation both have implications for representation of student groups 
at the school level, given that the median student in D.C. attends a school relatively close to home for 
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school, 1.4 miles away.18 Research examining racially unequal adjacent school boundaries shows that 
they can, in turn, have different access school staffing, program offerings, discipline rates, among other 
characteristics.19 

Racial and ethnic representation 
This analysis compares school-level racial and ethnic representation to citywide racial and ethnic 
demographics, within particular grade bands.  

For each school, we subtract the share of students citywide by grade band who are Black, Latino, and 
white from the percentage for each group at the school. In this way, schools are distributed around the 
citywide and grade band value for each student group. The smaller the absolute value of the 
difference between share of each student group across the city and share of each student group for a 
by-right school, the better the representation at that school. Groups are over-represented at a school 
where there is a positive difference, and under-represented at a school where there is a negative 
difference.  

There are other ways of measuring segregation at schools (summarized below), but they can be 
complicated and oftentimes do not fit the District’s racial and ethnic characteristics. In contrast, the 
representation distributions constructed in the way described presents a simple, and easily understood 
visual of over- or under-representation in each by-right school.  

 

Measuring student representation 

There are several ways to measure segregation in schools. The substantial presence of three racial 
and ethnic student groups in D.C. means that our measure cannot focus only on one majority and one 
minority group. We considered a few established methods to measure racial and ethnic representation, 
but none met our needs. These include: 

• An exposure index measures the extent to which students from one race are around students 
from another race. This metric is not appropriate for D.C., because it works best with only two 
race and ethnicity groups and would ignore one of D.C.’s primary student groups.  

• An isolation index measures how much a single race is clustered in one school. This measure 
would highlight only one group and instead gives an idea of which schools are the least 
diverse, and not which schools are most representative.  

• Dissimilarity and divergence indices show how well the racial composition of a school relates 
to the neighborhood, but neighborhood-level data are not available from this most recent 
Census.  

• Lastly, the Theil index, used to measure inequality by calculating the distance from an “ideal” 
distribution, can compare multiple groups, but is both complicated and difficult to interpret. 
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Finding #5: In general, by-right schools are not racially and 
ethnically representative of students across the city. This is, in 
part, because of neighborhood demographics: At 53 of D.C.’s 104 
by-right schools, the share of Black students is at least five 
percentage points higher than the city average for the grade band.  

 

There are just five by-right schools at which Black students are represented close to (within five 
percentage points of) the overall citywide average. Black students are likely to be over-represented at 
by-right schools: at 53 out of 104 schools, the share of Black students in the student body is at least 
five percentage points higher than the city average for that grade band (compared to 28 schools for 
white students, for example).  

Latino and white students are more likely to be within five percentage points of the citywide average 
(22 schools and 11 schools, respectively) or under-represented. These patterns are due in part to a third 
of by-right schools having a student population that is at least 90 percent Black. 
 

Figure 11. Difference in the share of student groups between by-right schools and the city average, 
2021-22, by race and ethnicity   

 



The role of school boundaries in the District of Columbia dcpolicycenter.org  |  25 
 

 

Finding #6: At the feeder pattern with the highest boundary 
participation, Black students are under-represented and white 
students are over-represented: Jackson-Reed is unique in this 
discrepancy. 

Overall, by feeder pattern, the Eastern feeder pattern is the most representative for race and ethnicity, 
with student groups the closest to the city average. Jackson-Reed is the least representative, with 
values that are farther away from the city average, especially for Black students and white students.  

Figure 12. Representation of student groups at D.C.’s by-right schools, by feeder pattern and grade 
band, compared to the city average, 2021-22 

 
 

Mapping this same analysis at the grade-band level reveals that Black students are much more 
segregated than Latino and white students of all ages.  
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Elementary school racial and ethnic representation 

Across the 74 by-right elementary schools, the share of Black students is close to (within five 
percentage points of) the city average at only four schools. Black students are under-represented at 35 
elementary schools, mostly in Northwest and Capitol Hill, and over-represented at 35 other elementary 
schools in Northeast, east of the Anacostia River, and Southwest.  

Importantly, there are many schools where Black students are significantly over-represented and there 
are likewise many schools where they are significantly under-represented (by plus or minus 45 
percentage points). 

White students tend to be over-represented at the elementary schools where Black students are 
under-represented. Only 12 elementary school closely represented (within five percentage points) the 
citywide share of white students.  

Latino students are over-represented at elementary schools in the northern center corridor of the city 
and under-represented elsewhere.  

Importantly, when Latino and white students are under-represented, their representation tends to be 
within 15 percentage points of the city average, but when they are over-represented, this percentage 
of students who are Latino or white can be higher than 60 percentage points compared to the city 
average. These outcomes are largely driven by neighborhood demographic characteristics but could 
be amplified by out-of-boundary participation patterns and private school enrollment.  

Figure 13. Racial and ethnic representation at DCPS by-right elementary schools, school year 2021-22 

 



The role of school boundaries in the District of Columbia dcpolicycenter.org  |  27 
 

 

Middle school racial and ethnic representation 

These patterns hold and become even sharper for by-right middle schools. No by-right middle school 
closely represents the citywide average for Black students. At most by-right middle schools (13 out of 
21), Black students are over-represented – but they are more drastically under-represented at the 
remaining by-right middle schools by up to 64 percentage points. Latino and white students tend to be 
over-represented at by-right middle schools where Black students are under-represented, especially in 
areas of Northwest. 
 

Figure 14. Racial and ethnic representation at DCPS by-right middle schools, school year 2021-22 

 
 

High school racial and ethnic representation 

For by-right high schools, only two closely represent any race or ethnicity. Black students are under-
represented in Northwest aside from Coolidge High School and over-represented elsewhere. Latino 
students are the mirror image. White students are under-represented at all schools aside from 
Jackson-Reed High School. 
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Figure 15. Racial and ethnic representation at DCPS by-right high schools, school year 2021-22 

 
 

Socioeconomic representation 
Similar to racial and ethnic representation, socioeconomic representation shows how closely students 
who are designated as at-risk are distributed across schools compared to the city average. In this case, 
49 percent of public school students are designated as at-risk, so schools would be closest to the city 
average if their students are split almost evenly between those designated as at-risk and those who 
are not.  

As for racial and ethnic representation, for each school, the citywide average of students who are 
designated as at-risk is subtracted from the school’s percentage. And again, an absolute value closer 
to zero means better socioeconomic representation, while a positive value indicates over-
representation, and a negative value indicates under-representation.   
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Finding #7: By-right schools in D.C. are more representative 
socioeconomically than racially and ethnically: One out of every 
three schools within 15 percentage points of the city average for 
at-risk students compared to one out of every five schools within 
15 percentage points of the city average for Black students. 

 

Eight schools are within five percentage points of the city average for share of the student body 
designed as at-risk. At-risk students are more often over-represented (at 56 schools) than under-
represented (at 40 schools).  

The distribution is more even for students designated as at-risk than it is for Black students, with one 
out of every three schools being within 15 percentage points of the city average for at-risk students, 
compared to one of every five schools within 15 percentage points of the city average for Black 
students. 
 

Figure 16. Representation of socioeconomic groups at D.C.’s by-right schools, compared to city 
average, 2021-22 
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Geographically, there is more socioeconomic representation in the center of the city, with more 
schools in this area being close to (within 15 percentage points of) the city average. Practically 
speaking, this means that there is little socioeconomic representation at schools within the Jackson-
Reed, Ballou, Anacostia, and Woodson feeder patterns. The Coolidge feeder pattern has the most 
socioeconomic representation.  
 

Figure 17. Socioeconomic diversity at by-right DCPS schools, 2021-22 
Percentage point difference between the share of at-risk students in a by-right school and the citywide average 

 

 
The Cardozo, Coolidge, Eastern, and Roosevelt feeder patterns are the most socioeconomically 
representative of the citywide student population. Within each of those feeder patterns, the share of 
the student body designated as at-risk is within five percentage points of the citywide average. 
Jackson-Reed is the least representative feeder pattern, with students who are designated as at-risk 
under-represented by 37 percentage points.  

In general, feeder patterns become less socioeconomically representative as students grow older, in 
part because high school students become eligible for a new category of “overage” within the at-risk 
designation. (The specific share of students who are at-risk by grade band is not publicly available. It 
has not been calculated for this report because it is difficult to assign students at some schools to a 
particular grade band.) 
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Figure 18. Socioeconomic representation of students designated as at-risk in D.C.,  
Percentage point difference from citywide average, by grade band and feeder pattern, school year 2021-22 

 

 

This analysis shows that there is less racial and ethnic representation than socioeconomic 
representation. There is also more variation by feeder pattern for race and ethnicity than for 
socioeconomic representation.  
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6. Facility utilization 
At DCPS by-right schools, students in kindergarten through grade 12 may directly enroll without 
matching in the common lottery if they live within the school’s boundary area, regardless of the 
facility’s capacity.  

Given varying boundary participation across the city, the distribution of the school-age population, 
and different building characteristics, some facilities serve more students than intended, while others 
are below capacity.  

Facility utilization does not necessarily follow the same pattern as boundary participation, which 
means that solutions that shift access to certain in-demand schools will be different from those to 
improve facility utilization. The DME will examine facility utilization along with enrollment projections 
and other factors as they develop the 2023 Master Facilities Plan. 

In school year 2021-22, the 104 by-right schools were located at 98 facilities, which expands to 105 
facilities for this analysis when education campuses are considered separately in each grade band. 
Some by-right schools are co-located with other by-right schools:  

• 6 Education Campuses have one elementary school and one middle school on site,  
• 1 Education Campus has one middle school and one high school.  

Most by-right schools’ facilities (75 facilities) served students in elementary school grades. 21 facilities 
served middle school students, and 9 served high school students. 
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Figure 19. Location of DCPS by-right school facilities by grade band and high school boundary, 
school year 2021-22 

 

Utilization rates show the extent to which buildings are used. They are calculated as enrollment 
divided by programmatic capacity, which is reported by DCPS using a consistent methodology based 
on room type (i.e., general classroom, art room, gym, etc.), room load capacity, and the number of 
each room type.20 Programmatic capacity includes both permanent and portable capacity.  

For two DCPS by-right schools21 undergoing modernization efforts, enrollment for utilization is not 
available. For the remaining 103 DCPS by-right school buildings, the average utilization rate is 69 
percent, which means out of space available for every 100 students, there are 69 students enrolled at 
the school.  

 

Finding #8: Facility utilization rates vary across the city and by 
grade band. There are some pockets of high utilization even 
where boundary participation is low: Just 9 facilities are flagged 
as over-utilized, and 16 facilities are flagged as under-utilized.  
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Facility utilization rates do not always follow the same patterns as boundary participation and 
representation. Some facilities, especially at the elementary level in areas of Southeast D.C., have 
utilization rates that are 80 percent or more where boundary participation is 30 percent or less.  

Figure 20. Facility utilization rates for DCPS by-right schools, school year 2021-22 

 

By grade band, average facility utilization is highest for high schools and lowest for middle schools. At 
76 percent, high school utilization rates are, on average, higher than the citywide average. This is 
mostly due to very high rates — over 100 percent — at Roosevelt High School and Jackson-Reed High 
School. Middle school facility utilization is slightly lower at 64 percent, with variation by feeder pattern. 
The facility utilization for elementary schools is the same as the citywide average of 69 percent.  
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Figure 21. Facility utilization rates by grade band and feeder pattern, school year 2021-22 

 

Overall, utilization rates for elementary schools are more consistent than for high schools. All feeder 
patterns have an average utilization rate for elementary schools that is within 19 percentage points of 
the citywide average. In contrast, feeder patterns at middle and high school grade bands have a wider 
range of average utilization, with utilization rates of up to 30 percentage points above or below the 
average.  

Utilization rates are highest for schools within the Roosevelt and Jackson-Reed feeder patterns, and 
lowest for schools in the Woodson, Ballou, and Anacostia feeder patterns. Some feeder patterns 
(Eastern and Anacostia) see a sizeable decrease in facility utilization — 19 percentage points or more 
— between elementary and middle school. The Coolidge feeder pattern has an increase of 33 
percentage points between these grade bands, due to some new program offerings.  

D.C. requires that schools with a facility utilization rate of less 50 percent, or 95 percent or higher, 
develop a plan to increase utilization or address overcrowding.22 In school year 2021-22, nine schools 
were over-utilized and 16 schools were under-utilized as measured by these thresholds. Most schools 
were not identified as having issues with utilization. This means that the boundary process may be 
most relevant to change utilization rates for these 25 schools that are flagged as over- or under-
utilized. 
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Figure 22. Utilization rates and status for DCPS by-right schools, school year 2021-22 
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7. Conclusion 
School boundaries assign students to by-right schools based on their address, and provide a 
determinate pathway through elementary, middle, and high school for students who choose their by-
right schools. In D.C., 28 percent of students attend their by-right school, and this varies widely across 
the city with the highest boundary participation rates in the Jackson-Reed feeder pattern (79 percent 
compared to an average across feeder patterns of 34 percent). Assigning students to school based 
on their residence also has implications for diversity at the school level given racial and economic 
housing segregation in D.C., and facility utilization as neighborhoods and preferences for by-right 
schools shift. 

This analysis has developed eight stylized facts about the District’s by-right schools.  

1. Fewer than half of D.C.’s public schools — 98 out of 249 — are by-right schools, with seats 
guaranteed for students who live in a boundary area. 

2. Most students in D.C. do not attend their by-right school: Instead, 72 percent of students in 
D.C. apply through the common lottery to attend a citywide DCPS school, another DCPS 
school as an out-of-boundary student, or a public charter school.  

3. Boundary participation varies greatly across the city: Of the city’s 9 feeder patterns, 1 
(Jackson-Reed) has a boundary participation rate that is almost three times greater than the 
city average. In contrast, 4 other feeder patterns have boundary participation rates of less 
than 20 percent. 

4. Younger students are more likely to attend their by-right school: Elementary grades have 
the highest boundary participation rates, at 31 percent. High schools have the lowest at 20 
percent. 

5. In general, by-right schools are not racially and ethnically representative of students across 
the city. This is, in part, because of neighborhood demographics: At 53 of D.C.’s 104 by-right 
schools, the share of Black students is at least five percentage points higher than the city 
average for the grade band.  

6. In the feeder pattern with the highest boundary participation, Black students are under-
represented, and white students are over-represented: Jackson-Reed is unique in this 
discrepancy. 

7. By-right schools in D.C. are more socioeconomically representative than racially or 
ethnically representative: One of every three schools within 15 percentage points of the city 
average for at-risk students compared to one out of every five schools within 15 percentage 
points of the city average for Black students. 

8. Facility utilization rates vary across the city and by grade band. There are some pockets of 
high utilization even where boundary participation is low: Just 9 facilities are flagged as 
over-utilized and 16 facilities are flagged as under-utilized.  

Boundary policies can be contentious, creating significant anxiety among families, who may be 
nervous about changes in their schools. But as this analysis shows, the immediate impacts of 
boundary changes will be geographically concentrated, especially in neighborhoods where boundary 
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participation rates are very high, or student representation is low, or facility utilization is too high or 
too low. However, these do not mean that boundary and student assignment policies are irrelevant to 
other students. New policies may incentivize more students to attend their by-right school, especially 
the definition of by-right is modified by characteristics other than geographical proximity.  
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Appendix. Examples of 
other school districts’ 
experiences with shifting 
student assignments 
New York City: Increasing school integration and 
diversity 
The New York City Department of Education (NYC DOE) began a planning process to promote school 
integration and diversity within its more than 30 districts in 2017.23 The process centered on engaging 
individual districts within NYC to adjust admission criteria at their schools for students in certain 
groups, in order to increase diversity and better reflect diversity in individual neighborhoods and the 
city as a whole.24 The diversity plan had a two-pronged approach to getting community feedback: 
through a School Diversity Advisory Group25 and through a community stakeholder engagement 
process.26 DOE planned to be a technical advisor as each district created its plan.  

The main policy initiative resulting from the plan is to increase diversity through changes to admission 
policies. Schools across different districts of the city choose to give admissions priorities to applicants 
from different populations to increase diversity within their schools. Populations-of-focus include 
applicants who are low-income, English learners, emerging multilingual learners, involved in the child 
welfare system, or living in temporary housing. Admissions weights and priorities are different for 
each school and plans are listed by individual school and grade band.27  

In 2019, its first year of implementation, the number of schools which met their diversity goals 
increased after the policy change. Selective middle and high schools saw an increase in the number 
of offers sent to English learners and students eligible for reduced-price lunch.28 Notably, due to 
COVID-19, the city put a pause on using academic screens for middle and high schools including 
grades, test scores, and attendance records. This resulted in a large one-year increase in diversity at 
some of the city’s most selective high schools,29 showing the potential for innovative student 
assignment policies in achieving diversity at some schools.  

Montgomery County, MD: A study without change 
Montgomery County recently conducted a boundary study that examined equitable and optimal 
outcomes in facility use, student diversity within schools, student proximity to schools, and stability of 



The role of school boundaries in the District of Columbia dcpolicycenter.org  |  40 
 

 

student assignments.30 The process involved an analysis of existing conditions and community 
engagement, with a final report submitted to the Montgomery County Board of Education with the 
main findings.  

Engagement activities included regional community meetings; targeted small group meetings; 
interviews; online participation; and virtual meetings. Consultants found it challenging to reach under-
represented groups and observed that under-represented groups’ priorities may be different from 
those of highly-represented groups. The purpose of the boundary analysis process was sometime 
difficult for the public to understand. Some public meetings became contentious. 

The final report did not have specific recommendations on boundary revisions, but instead explored 
which of five models would maximize the school district’s overall goals. Most models could improve 
school utilization. Diversity across all models either improved or experienced little change. The report 
noted that the participants they heard from often associated improving diversity in schools with 
increases in distance traveled to schools. Improving proximity was difficult to achieve while 
maintaining the other priority areas, as was assignment stability.31  

After the final report release in May 2021, school board members expressed that they did not have 
immediate plans to look into boundary revisions,32 showing how challenging it can be to shift school 
boundaries. 

New Orleans: Proximity preference 
In New Orleans, almost all public school students attend public charter schools, but they have carried 
out a different kind of boundary revision process. To give students greater access to schools within a 
half-mile of their home, the Orleans Parish School Board (OPSB) adjusted its geographic priority for 
the citywide lottery system, or OneApp, where students and families rank their choices for schools 
throughout the city. The lottery then matches students to schools by weighing a combination of the 
families’ school rankings and students’ priority statuses.  

Since the beginning of this system, students have received priority status for most schools based on 
whether they have a sibling attending the school, as well as geographic priority for students living in 
same zone as the school. Half of the open seats in the lottery for certain grades at any one school are 
reserved for students who fit this geographic priority, but with only seven zones throughout the city, 
the geographic priority was not seen as a guarantee of proximity.33  

OPSB received feedback from families who were interested in school options that were closer to their 
homes.34 In addition to distributing information to families about close-proximity school options, OPSB 
proposed adding an additional geographic priority for students residing less than a half mile from their 
ranked school. In this new policy, 25 percent of seats are reserved for students who live less than a 
half mile, in addition to 25 percent of seats reserved for students residing in the school’s geographic 
zone. After these priority seats are filled, students who did not receive a seat through this priority or 
who did not have a priority are entered into a lottery for remaining seats.  

When considering this change, OPSB went through a round of engagement with school operators, the 
Superintendent’s Parent Advisory Council, and an online survey.35 OPSB decided to pass the half-mile 
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priority. The policy went into effect beginning school year 2019-20. While only 3 percent of 
kindergarteners were admitted to high-demand schools through this priority, the effects of the policy 
are felt inequitably by race and income. In its first year of implementation, higher-income students and 
white students were found to have higher access to high-demand schools based on the half-mile 
preference when compared to their lower income and Black peers, respectively.36 This shows the 
importance of modeling new student assignment policies to ensure that goals around equity are met. 
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