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Preface
In Summer 2011, PolicyLink, the Safe Routes to School National Partnership, and the
National Policy & Legal Analysis Network to Prevent Childhood Obesity (NPLAN)
obtained funding from the Robert Woods Johnson Foundation to “engage stakeholders
in various fields into a convening during September 2011 in New York City, to explore
the policy implications of preserving community-centered, or neighborhood schools in
order to increase and sustain walkability, while at the same time preserving – or
increasing – diversity (from the proposal).” These partners then contacted Jeffrey M.
Vincent and Deborah L. McKoy of the Center for Cities & Schools at the University of
California, Berkeley (CC&S) to assist in writing a framing paper on what was being
described as the “diversity vs. walkability” tension the partners were experiencing in
their work on the ground in localities across the country. CC&S enlisted the assistance of
Mary Filardo at the 21st Century School Fund in drafting the paper. Our aim with this
paper is to be provocative and frame this complex set of issues for a strategic dialogue
among a diverse set of policy advocates.
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Introduction: Seeking a Frame
The purpose of this paper is to propose a framework for a discussion among regional
equity, health, educational equity, and smart growth policy advocates about two
important education and health objectives that are often seen as competing: student
access to racially integrated and mixed income schools and student access to walkable,
community-centered schools.
To thoughtfully engage diverse stakeholders, we situate this tension – often dubbed
“diversity vs. walkability” – within the historic struggle for racial equality and public
education quality and control over enrollment access rights to schools. The current
policy battles around racial equality, school quality and access control are affecting both
the landscape of school
integration and education equity
and child health focused efforts
Nashville, TN
to advance walkable schools,
In 2009, the NAACP filed a federal lawsuit
including programs like Safe
(Spurlock & Fox v. School Board) against the
Routes to School (SRTS).
Metropolitan Nashville Board of Education and
their proposed new student assignment plan. The
plan devised a new system of neighborhood
schools, stopping the busing of children to meet
integration targets. The lawsuit alleged, among
other things, that in the new plan, low-income
students are denied integrated learning
environments.

At the same time, Nashville had been planning
numerous programs to improve children’s health.
Among them was a Safe Routes to School program
aimed at increasing physical activity through
walking and bicycling to school. As local tensions
rose around the lawsuit, Nashville’s Safe Routes to
School (SRTS) program was not launched because
local leaders feared that the program could be
somehow associated with the lawsuit or even the
potential re-segregation of Nashville’s schools.

Education research clearly
demonstrates that desegregated,
mixed income schools improve
the academic performance of
low-income children. At the
same time, health and
environmental research indicates
that increasing walking and
biking to schools at the center of
their communities delivers the
benefits of increased physical
activity and better child health,
and reduces greenhouse gas
emissions through fewer vehicle
miles traveled (VMT).

However, these objectives may
seem to conflict with each other,
as they did in Nashville, Tennessee (see box). But, is conflict between these two
objectives inevitable? Are these tensions a result of too few low-income people and
communities of color engaged in setting the agendas for child health program strategies
associated with physical activity? Are there policy approaches and collaborative
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strategies that can lead to the development of a shared agenda and alliances around
racially integrated, mixed income schools that are walkable and community-centered?
Ideally, the outcome of a cross-sector dialogue on this tension will be an increased
understanding of the values, assumptions, strategies and policy priorities of participants
working within the various sectors of related policy and research. From that, we can
examine how to find the strategic alignments that will advance the vision described by
PolicyLink as “Sustainable Communities of Opportunity,” where there are quality jobs,
affordable housing, good schools, transportation, and the benefits of healthy food and
physical activity.”
This framing paper is organized as follows: First, we briefly describe the key forces
affecting the so-called “diversity vs. walkability” tension. Second, we turn to the shared
theme between these goals; that place matters in sustainable communities of
opportunity. From there, we go on to a discussion of the major policy changes currently
occurring across the country in public school quality related to the changing nature of
student assignment and the rights families have to choose which schools to enroll their
children in. We provide examples to illustrate these dynamics. Finally, we conclude with
questions for discussion towards building policy alliances on these issues.

Key Forces at Work
Segregation Affects Educational Outcomes
Volumes of educational research have illustrated the detrimental outcomes for children
confined to high poverty, segregated classrooms.i While there are certainly highperforming schools that buck the trend, the overwhelming fact is that schools serving a
high proportion of low income students tend to have poor student performance on test
scores, high teacher turnover, high drop out rates, and low graduation rates.ii
Additionally, a number of studies have found that when low-income children attend
low-poverty schools, they perform better academically than their low-income peers in
high-poverty schools.iii
The position of education equity advocates focused on student access to diversity by
race and income is: Schools located in communities with significant political and social
capital are more likely to offer opportunities for students to thrive. Because
neighborhoods are often segregated by race and income, when low-income children
have no option but to attend their local neighborhood school, they are likely to attend
schools that have not had the benefit of the political and social capital needed to secure
the teachers, curriculum, facilities, programs, and services needed for high quality
schools. The high prevalence of segregated neighborhoods (by race and income) across
the country translates into segregated, high-poverty schools and classrooms, which
leads to inequitable educational experiences and poor academic performance for lowincome children.
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Physical Activity Affects Children’s Health
At the same time that these struggles over equitable, high quality education have
occurred, a crisis has emerged relating to children’s health. Childhood and adolescent
obesity has risen greatly across the country, more than doubling for the nation’s
youngest children and tripling or even quadrupling for adolescents and teenagers in the
last few decades. The most recent data indicate over one-third of all children and
adolescents in the U.S. are overweight or obese.iv Based on these trends, half of
American adults are expected to be obese by 2030, with an enormous increase in
diabetes rates in adults and children. Low-income children and children of color
experience even higher overweight and obesity rates than their wealthier or white
peers. In response, major policy and program pushes have emerged, aimed at turning
around these alarming trends.
A variety of strategies to address these health concerns are being actively pursued in
schools and communities, such as increasing the availability of nutritious foods and
increasing physical activity opportunities. While many factors contribute to the
increasing childhood obesity rates, declines in physical activity appear to be a large part
of the equation. Physical activity is one of the best predictors for chronic disease and
obesity, and establishing a regular physically active lifestyle at a young age is a
preventative strategy for combating the onset of illness, disease, and obesity.v As health
advocates have pushed for increases in childhood physical activity to combat childhood
obesity, one prominent strategy has involved increasing the number of children walking
and bicycling to school. In particular, Safe Routes to School (SRTS) programs have
secured substantial state and federal funds for walking and biking infrastructure
improvements, as well as programs to advocate for and educate the public and families
on the health benefits of walking and biking to school.vi
The position of health and active transportation advocates focused on childhood
obesity is: Children should attend nearby, neighborhood schools to make it possible for
kids to walk or bicycle to school, which will increase physical activity and reduce obesity
and promote good health.

School Locations Affect Education Quality and Environmental
Sustainability
While child health advocates promote walkability as one way to increase physical
activity, community centered schools are also embraced by a parallel movement – led
largely by smart growth advocates, but aligned to low income communities and
communities of color that seek greater control over their neighborhood schools. The
idea is that local neighborhood schools are important social, physical, community, and
educational assets to local communities; that they are anchoring and stabilizing public
assets. A unique group of advocates have aligned around the community-centered
school concept, including community-based organizations, historic preservationists,
smart growth advocates, architects, education equity advocates, childhood health
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advocates, and others. In general, proponents of community-centered schools claim
that community-centered schools have both educational and community benefits,
pointing to six important traits. Community-centered schools:







promote a sense of safety and security;
build connections between members of the school and the community;
instill a sense of pride;
engage students in learning;
encourage strong parental involvement; and
reduce environmental impacts (such as reducing sprawl and VMT).vii

On the community benefits side, community-centered schools foster economic
development, strong neighborhoods, and healthy communities. Policy
recommendations include: siting schools within neighborhoods, community use of
school facilities and grounds, modernizing existing school buildings, and promoting
walkability to school.viii Many of these potential benefits, advocates claim, are derived
from a school’s proximity to the community and students that it serves.
The position of education equity, neighborhood development, and smart growth
advocates is: Children should have access to high quality public schools within their
neighborhoods, no matter their race, ethnicity or income and that these neighborhood
schools should be supported so that they enhance the relationship between schools and
the community, reduce environmental impact of vehicle travel, and support the
economic and cultural well-being and social cohesion of neighborhoods.

Place Matters for Sustainable Communities of Opportunity
Linking all three of the forces describe above is a common starting point: place matters.
Where you live, where you go to school, and the qualities of both, matter greatly for
individual and community success. Yet, with persistently high rates of racial and/or
economic segregation in communities in the United States, it can be an extreme
challenge to achieve schools that are both diverse and walkable – leading to the type of
impasse seen in Nashville. Thus, more specifically, looking at the “diversity vs.
walkability” tension, both race and place matter greatly.ix
Regions across the United States have seen increased segregation by race, ethnicity and
income and shifts in the number of households with children. New analyses of 2010
Census data find that concentrated poverty has risen substantially since 2000 (reversing
trends of the 1990s) and non-Hispanic whites are substantially less likely to live in highpoverty neighborhoods.x In addition, the characteristics of households with children are
changing. In 1970, 45 percent of households in the U.S. had children under 18 years of
age; by 2009 the share dropped to 30 percent. The 2010 Census data also show that
nearly half of recent births in the U.S. are non-white.xi Non-white births were
particularly strong in the sunbelt states and the southwest from Texas to California.
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The shifts in number, distribution, and racial composition of households with children
affect demand and enrollment at schools in a variety of ways. For example, even if a
school is located in the center of a community, as the number of households with
children declines, children may need to be bused to school to fully enroll the school
because of lower concentration of households with children. Also, when schools are
located in the center of communities of low income residents and draw primarily from
their neighborhood they tend to be concentrated and segregated by race.
Regional equity scholars and advocates – who strive to bridge the various equity
domains – have focused increasingly on access to “opportunity.” They have found that
where you live and your transportation options determine your ability or inability to
access various types of opportunity. For most people “opportunity” means having
access to quality schools that are safe and staffed by highly qualified teachers, to living
wage jobs with advancement possibilities, to essential services and health care, to
ample recreation, and to regional mobility. Public policy scholars have described the
“uneven geographies of opportunity” experienced by residents in the same city or
metropolitan area; people living in some neighborhoods have access to services,
amenities, and economic prospects, while others live in areas where these are severely
lacking.xii
Similarly, educators have exposed the opportunity gap faced by so many young people
that results in the well-known achievement gap.xiii To break this cycle, young people
need “trajectories of opportunity” – pathways that structure success through aligned
and accessible resources across education, social supports, and healthy environments.xiv
Because of the extremely inequitable conditions found in many local schools and
neighborhoods, ensuring trajectories of opportunity will likely entail both improving
local communities and ensuring access to enrichment activities and other “opportunity
resources” outside of local neighborhoods. This understanding aligns with the goals of
PolicyLink’s “Sustainable Communities of Opportunity” framework which, by bringing in
the sustainability lens, necessitates a focus on both community quality and livability and
transportation mechanisms that ensure access to opportunities across a metro area. As
further argued in the recent PolicyLink paper, Why Race and Place Matter: Impacting
Health Through a Focus on Race and Place, “Effective strategies to build healthy,
vibrant, sustainable communities must address both race and place, openly and
authentically.”
However, in order to move toward such opportunities for collaboration among diverse
policy advocates, we must better understand what may be fundamental differences in
vision, priorities, and values, even among equity advocates, particularly on issues that
relate to public education and child wellbeing. Still, it is safe to say that none of these
policy advocates (equity-minded or not) wishes to trade good health for a high quality
education, or vice versa; they are both fundamental to a child’s success.
21st Century School Fund and Center for Cities and Schools
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Attending a Quality Public School: Policy Shifts Affecting
Families’ Access to School Enrollment Options
In this section, we describe and illustrate major public education policy shifts occurring
in school districts across the country that are changing nature of student assignment
and the rights families have to choose which schools to enroll their children in. Central
in this shift are questions of who should
control and deliver public education and its
relationship to families and communities.
Wake County School District, Raleigh, North
These shifts are having important effects on
Carolina
the goals of both school integration and
The Wake County School District is the largest
ensuring walkable, community-centered
school district in North Carolina, and includes
schools.
Raleigh and twelve other cities. The district has
traditionally assigned students to schools based
Parental Rights to Quality Schools
on a system that includes economic diversity at
Parents in communities across the country are
each school as a factor and restricts the
fighting important battles with their school
percentage of low-income children in any one
districts over which schools they can and
school to 40 percent. Children have had a “base
cannot send their children to. Educational
school” and magnet schools were located in
equity advocates are at ground zero in these
poorer areas to draw white and upper income
fights. The regional equity, health,
students into these schools. However, because
walking/bicycling, and smart growth advocates
the area has been growing quickly, a significant
have walked (and bicycled!) into a firestorm
number of children have been repeatedly
related to the current debates related to
moved from one school to another as the
education quality, control, and choice.
diversity needs of each school change. As
parents complained about these reassignments,
One of the most profound civil rights battles of
the existing school board members all lost their
the last 50 plus years has been the struggle for
seats to a new, conservative-dominated board.
educational equity and access to high-quality
The new board quickly voted to end the system
schooling for all children. Traditionally,
of including economic diversity as a criterion in
students were assigned to attend their local
student assignment policy. In September 2010,
neighborhood school. But two important court
the NAACP filed a federal civil rights complaint
rulings changed all that; student assignment
against the new policy. Al McSurely, the lawyer
policies were no longer permitted to exclude
representing the NAACP, described the basis for
children from schools based on their ethnicity
the complaint’s claim that the new policy is a
or race. The 1946 Mendez, et al v. Westminster
return to intentional segregation, explaining,
School District, et al challenged racial
“Everyone in the South knows what they mean
segregation in schools in Orange County,
when they say 'neighborhood schools.’ They
California. The case ended de jure segregation
mean black schools and white schools, not
in California and laid a foundation for a similar
integrated schools."
push at the federal level.
For a video on this, see:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2mbJhjCbw
Following Mendez, with Brown v. Board of
o8&feature=player_embedded
Education in 1954, the U.S. Supreme Court
21st Century School Fund and Center for Cities and Schools
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ended de jure segregation for the entire country. To address the historic harm of
desegregation, mandatory desegregation measures were required by the courts in the
years following 1954.
Thus began an era of court-ordered school desegregation, with busing students to
schools outside of their racially segregated neighborhoods to achieve greater racial
diversity inside classrooms.
Court-ordered busing/desegregation continued into the early 1980s, but has declined in
the decades since.Still, many urban districts in particular continued to engage in
voluntary desegregation in one form or another, seeking to create more integrated
schools through development of magnet schools or other modifications to student
assignments to achieve levels of diversity in their schools.
The legal requirements related to desegregation have changed over the past 50 years,
as illustrated in two recent court decisions that were decided together by the U.S.
Supreme Court in 2007. In Meredith v. Jefferson County Board of Education (Louisville,
KY, see box) and Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle School District No. 1,
the Court restricted the ability of public school districts to use race to determine which
schools students can attend. These decisions have imposed significant limits on
integration programs across the nation.xv One outcome has been that school districts
that continue to implement either court-ordered or voluntary desegregation strategies
use factors other than race – such as family income, educational attainment levels of
parents, etc – to assign students to schools for greater integration.
Today, school choice, changing attendance boundaries, and school closings and
consolidations all determine who can (and cannot) go to school where. This matters
greatly for equity and for health. We now turn to case snapshots from across the
country to illustrate these trends and point to the deep-seeded racial and class tensions
involved.
As we have described, court ordered desegregation based on race has largely ended. As
school districts emerge from court orders and struggle with enrollment growth and
declines, as well as budget constraints, they are reconfiguring their assignment policies.
We describe why and how school assignment policies are being re-written by urban
public school districts, largely in response to increasing “choice” in public education and
in response to school districts closing their schools amidst budget cuts.

Re-writing Student Assignment Policies
Student assignment policies state which schools students have the option and right to
enroll in. While public school district boundaries generally stay the same, individual
school attendance boundaries need to fluctuate to accommodate growth and/or decline
in the number of area households with children – particularly relevant given the changes
in the number of households with children described previously. Individual school
attendance boundaries usually shrink when there is new child population growth, and
21st Century School Fund and Center for Cities and Schools
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expand to serve a wider geography when student enrollments decline, or when larger
sized school buildings and enrollments are created.
Changing attendance boundaries
affects who goes to school where,
and ultimately how they travel to
school. Many urban public school
districts are in an era of drastic
proposed changes to their
assignment policies and
attendance boundaries. Two
factors seem to be driving the
changes: increasing choice in
public education, and school
closings and/or consolidations as
a result of budget cuts and
enrollment declines. Other large
county school districts, largely
found in southern states have
been changing their assignment
policies and boundaries in
response to other pressures,
including tremendous enrollment
growth, and desire by districts and
parents to reduce busing,
particularly as transportation time
and costs increase.

Louisville, Kentucky
The court has repeatedly intervened in school assignment
issues in Louisville, KY in recent years. In 2000, a judge lifted a
25-year-old mandatory busing order but Jefferson County
Public Schools’ (JCPS) voluntarily continued busing students to
maintain diversity in the classroom. Shortly thereafter, the
circuit judge dismissed a lawsuit brought by parents contending
the district must allow their children to attend the school
nearest their home, saying state law clearly reserves a school
board’s right to “determine what schools the students within
the district attend.” The central legal issue in the suit was
whether Kentucky’s law, which says parents may “enroll” a
student at the school closest to their home, also entitles that
student to attend the same school. In a more recent Court of
Appeals suit, the judges have been leaning in favor of parents
who want guaranteed access to their local schools. One judge
suggested the school district should concentrate on
neighborhood schools and not bus students across town.

Increased “Choice” in Public Education
One of the dominant (and controversial) systemic interventions for school improvement
in the last decade has been school choice.xvi “Choice” is enshrined now in federal policy,
and on down into state and local policy. School choice is an alternative student
assignment policy, which decouples where students live and where they go to school.
The theory behind choice is that if parents can choose their child’s school, they will
increase demand for quality. As a result, school districts in particular will respond to the
demand for quality by supplying more of it. A central element of choice is the
introduction of public charter schools. Charter schools are publicly funded but
independently operated by a third party who obtains a charter from a local public school
district to operate their school. Charter schools have complete autonomy from their
chartering districts but have to meet certain performance standards. They are seen as
laboratories for educational innovation. One fundamental difference with charters is
that they do not draw entirely from a designated neighborhood – they are open to (and
attract) students from the entire district, though they need not accept or retain all
students. While charter schools are still a small number relative to all public schools
21st Century School Fund and Center for Cities and Schools
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thirty-nine states and Washington, DC allow charter schools, which enroll more than 1.5
million children nationwide.
Magnet schools – special academic theme schools aimed to attract a diverse
socio-economic group of families – are also a part of a choice system. Like charters,
magnets do not have local attendance boundaries. Magnet schools have been a key
feature of desegregation plans for decades – mainly in attracting middle- and higherincome families to magnet schools in older suburban or urban areas. School choice

New York, New York
A recent report from the Office of the Public Advocate for New York City stated, “In
recent years, New York City’s and the nation’s education communities have been
divided into two groups—traditional public school parents and charter school
parents. This division pits parents against each other, undermines the quality of
our children’s education and makes it harder to institute fundamental
improvements in all of our City schools.” In the report, the Public Advocate’s office
was specifically referring to the growing number of co-locations occurring; that is,
both traditional public schools and public charter schools being located on the
same site.
The report states, “Instead of working to bring both sides together, the
Department of Education (Department) has greatly exacerbated this conflict
through its mismanagement of the process governing school co-locations (placing
multiple schools in individual buildings). The Department must fully reform the
co-location process to stem the tide of further lawsuits and end the
counterproductive debate surrounding the provision of equitable, quality
educational services for City students.”
In response to one proposed co-location at I.S. 303, more than 100 parents
charged the School District with being willing to lower the quality of their
traditional neighborhood middle school by taking space from their school and
providing it to a public charter school in the same facility.

systems—not only lotteries but also matching algorithms, where parents select their top
choices and the schools identify their top choices and then a matching formula is used,
like that used for medical school admissions—are all new aspects of the choice system.
Choice introduces a market orientation to public education enrollment, making access
to schools more competitive, which in effect can reduce parents’ access rights to a
given school.xvii The more high-performing a school’s students are, the more
competition there will be to enroll.

21st Century School Fund and Center for Cities and Schools
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School Closings and Consolidations
Increasingly, school closings and consolidations are also greatly affecting school
attendance boundaries. Responding to enrollment declines and state budget cuts,
numerous urban school districts across the country are currently revising their school
portfolios through school closings and consolidations. The closings and consolidations
are also being driven by federal education policy, which incentivizes closing underperforming traditional public schools while at the same time encouraging more
autonomous charter schools. The pressures to “right size” school district schools amidst
budget cuts dovetails conveniently with the choice/market push to close underperforming schools. Performance is largely defined by student scores on standardized
tests, which highly correlate with education of the mother and family income, resulting
in the vast majority of under-performing schools being found in low-income
communities. The trend in many urban communities across the country is fewer
traditional public schools; and, in states that allow charter schools, more charters,
drawing from beyond neighborhood attendance zones. In a study done in the District of
Columbia, researchers found that the children attending the DC public charter
elementary schools traveled 3 times as far, approximately 1.5 miles as the children
attending the regular DCPS elementary schools, who traveled .36 miles, on average, to
get to school.xviii

Chicago, Illinois
In spring 2011, Chicago Public Schools (CPS) proposed the closing of the Beidler Elementary School, a
neighborhood “attendance by right” school and consolidation of the residential attendance boundaries for
Beidler and Cather Elementary Schools. Urban Prep—East Garfield Park High School, a boys charter school
co-located in the same facility with Cather Elementary School, will then get the Beidler facility. Parents and
community members of the Beidler community objected to the closing and consolidation, charging that
traditional neighborhood public schools are being pushed out by the charter school operators who are not
required to give priority enrollment to local neighborhood children. In this area of Chicago, the schools are
nearly 100% African-American; so the issue is not race per se, but rather, a question of the rights
neighborhood residents have to enroll in their local community’s public schools and the rights charter school
operators have to get access to a facility in this neighborhood.

New Schools Located at the Outskirts of Communities
In addition to these issues, many factors have made it more likely for districts to site
schools in areas far from where students live. For example, land tends to be less
expensive in areas outside of metropolitan areas. Also, many states require schools to
meet minimum acreage requirements and minimum student population numbers,
which force school boards to look for large areas of open space, which are more likely to
be available on the outskirts of communities.xix Desire for large athletic fields or
expansive new buildings can also encourage districts to close older, central schools, and

21st Century School Fund and Center for Cities and Schools

12

DRAFT FOR REVIEW and DISCUSSION
open large new schools far from residential areas. Although many districts are closing
and consolidating schools, there is also plenty of new construction of schools occurring.
Between 2012 and 2013, it is expected that nationally, school districts will spend nearly
$44 billion on construction and renovations.xx

Fleming County, Kentucky
(The Ledger Independent) A 50-acre tract of land has been purchased as the site
of the new Ewing Elementary School district. Estimated to cost about $10
million, the new school will replace the Euclid Avenue Ewing Elementary School,
which is located in the city of Ewing, and contain kindergarten through sixth
grade students, school officials said. The new site was given preference over a
Ewing location due to geographic centering in the proposed redistricting, FCSB
officials said. "We think it will be attractive to send the kids to the new school,"
said Fleming County Schools Superintendent Tony Roth. "It will help alleviate
some of the overcrowding at Flemingsburg Elementary, give the Ewing students
a nice school and ease some of the downtown traffic problems." Ewing officials
and many Ewing residents had opposed moving the location of the school out of
the city, citing economic loss and hardship on an already strapped business
community (For the entire story, see: http://www.maysvilleonline.com/news/local/article_da9f0bc6-2999-11e0-af14-001cc4c03286.html
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Next Steps: Forging a Constructive Dialogue Among Advocates in
Different Policy Sectors and Equity Domains
What we find in exploring the tension between school desegregation and walkable,
community-centered schools is that the specifics of the tension(s) can vary greatly from
neighborhood to neighborhood, yet all grapple with related issues of school choice and
access intersected with race, place, and community. In Nashville and Wake County,
there are deep-seeded concerns against re-segregating schools under a neighborhood
schools banner. In Chicago and New York, African American and Latino community
members have voiced strong support for their neighborhood schools, against the
proliferation of charter schools, which do not provide them the right to access their
local neighborhood school. This makes finding the equity-oriented policy strategies that
balance education, health, and community and environmental improvement goals
across all communities immensely complex. But, a central focus of such an effort must
the shifting policy context of: who has the right to go to school where?
Moving forward, advocates for school integration and community-centered schools
need to examine how the education reform strategies that are dominant in public
education now are affecting a variety of specific issues related to equity and health. For
example, closing under-performing schools – most of which tend to be located in low
income neighborhoods – is a potential serious problem from a child health perspective
aimed at increasing physical activity through walking or biking to school. It is also a
serious neighborhood equity problem, as communities lose the physical and social
assets of their school, which likely positions them for further hardship and
disinvestment.
The dialogue should consider a range of key questions concerning the conditions
necessary for achieving both positive health outcomes and access to quality schools for
all children and families. From these, we can begin to identify policy strategies. The
questions include:






What are necessary conditions for a school to be “walkable”?
Is walkable the same as “community centered”? What are conditions for
“community centered”?
What are necessary conditions for “diverse” communities and schools?
What are necessary conditions for schools that offer good educational supports?
What are the necessary conditions for a desirable neighborhood (that promotes
safety, health, and opportunity)?

From the answers to the above questions, what are policy issues that can address goals
of school integration and child health – two of the key goals on either side of the
“diversity vs. walkability” tension? Where can advocacy alliances emerge? Examples
include:
21st Century School Fund and Center for Cities and Schools
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Increased Civic Control of Education by Low Income Families and Communities
Low income communities have been particularly shut out from participating in
defining the problems and designing the remedies for improving schools serving
their children. The dominant approach has more or less been to considered low
income parents and their children the problem; over the decades education
leaders have come up with an array of silver bullets to fix “failing” public
schools.xxi The current silver bullets in vogue are: charter schools and “high
quality teachers”. A movement of families from low income communities,
supported by a coalition of advocates is needed to build capacity of families, not
for exit, but voice. Families need to build social capital to get delivery on their
entitlement—high quality public education within their own communities,
without losing access to their communities through gentrification or relocation.
Some of the elements of their agenda would be:
Adequate education budgets
A central condition of high quality schools is an adequate budget for the
needed teachers, supplies, technology, facilities, and programs
demanded by parents. Budget cuts are a frequent reason given by those
pushing for expanded choice and/or school closings/consolidations.
Revised educational accountability systems
The educational accountability systems built around high stakes test
scores, which have structured into them a handicap for low income and
minority children need to be reformed so they do not push students out
of school, shame the families, children and youth or restrict their
opportunities to find and express their talents and aspirations.
Mixed-income housing policies
If neighborhoods were integrated, there would be little tension between
diversity and walkability. Integrated neighborhoods typically have mixed income
housing and a variety of housing types that attract and accommodate a wider
variety of families. In Montgomery County, Maryland policymakers have sought
economic integration of schools through “inclusionary zoning,” a strategy to
provide economically integrative housing to low-income families and thereby
create greater diversity within local schools. This is a well-documented example
of an integration strategy that gives children in poverty access to schools that
not only are more affluent, leading to substantial improvement in students’
performance over time.xxii
“Manage” gentrification
Numerous low income neighborhoods across the country are seeing
gentrification, by higher income residents. Often these neighborhoods
are in central cities, in regions with expensive or tight housing markets,
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and have unique architectural characteristics and/or proximity to transit
or town centers. While often thought of as having negative impacts from
an equity perspective, the impacts of gentrification can be both positive
and negative depending on local circumstance and the residents affected.
For example, neighborhoods that partially gentrify may end up being
much more integrated with less poverty concentration than they were
previously. This kind of positive outcome may translate into more
integrated classrooms in local schools. A variety of policy strategies have
been recommended to improve, if not optimize, the end result of
gentrification, including taxation tools, affordable housing preservation
and production, and protecting tenants rights laws.xxiii
School size and school siting policies
In general, public schools tend to be larger than they were just a few decades
ago – both in enrollments and site size. Part of this has been driven by the desire
for economies of scale against limited education budgets. With closings and
consolidations, schools have continued to grow. As schools become larger, they
enroll more students drawn from a wider area and may become more difficult
for students to walk or bicycle to. On the other hand, larger schools may have
the opportunity to have more diverse student bodies.
Smart growth advocates have long critiqued suburban new school siting choices
as too often not being accessible from the neighborhoods they serve, making it
very difficult to access by walking or bicycling and contributing to suburban
sprawl. As the Fleming County, Kentucky example illustrates, in some cases,
school districts have closed older schools in older neighborhoods and replaced
them with new school sites on the suburban fringe. Appropriate school siting
policies and processes that encourage maintaining older schools and siting new
schools in accessible locations, especially that enable attendance boundaries to
cover a variety of neighborhoods across race and/or income spectrums may be a
topic for alliance-building.

The challenge for policy advocates across regional equity, health, educational equity,
walking/bicycling, and smart growth is to reconcile the tension between the two goals
of school integration and walkable, community-centered schools, in light of local
environmental, economic and social circumstances. The imperative is to change the
dialogue, listen to one another, and find the common ground – particularly in the wider
shifts occurring in public education today. These groups must work to meaningfully
support each other’s priorities. While there may be fundamental differences in vision,
priorities, and values among advocates, particularly on issues that relate to public
education choice and access - the advocacy community should find ways to reconcile
these differences so the limited resources of non-profits, local, state and federal public

21st Century School Fund and Center for Cities and Schools

16

DRAFT FOR REVIEW and DISCUSSION
agencies, and philanthropies can be aligned to advance the opportunities and conditions
for sustainable communities—not just for some, but for all communities.
i

For a review of this research over the decades, see: Gary Orfield and Chungmei Lee. 2005. Why
Segregation Matters: Poverty and Educational Inequality. Cambridge, MA: Civil Rights Project, Harvard
University; James Coleman, Ernest Q. Campbell, Carol J. Hobson, James McPartland, Alexander M. Mood,
Frederick D. Weinfeld, and Robert G. York. 1966. Equality of Educational Opportunity. Washington, DC:
U.S. Government Printing Office.
ii
See: Pedro Noguera. 2003. City Schools and the American Dream: Reclaiming the Promise of Public
Education. New York: Teachers College Press; and Richard Rothstein. 2004. Class and Schools: Using
Social, Economic, and Educational Reform to Close the Black-White Achievement Gap. New York: Teachers
College Press and Economic Policy Institute.
iii
Rusk, David. 2003. Housing Policy Is School Policy: An Analysis of the Interaction of Housing Patterns,
School Enrollment, and Academic Achievement in the Baltimore Area Schools. Available online:
http://www.gamaliel.org/DavidRusk/Abell%202%20school%20final%20report.pdf; Heather Schwartz.
2010. Housing Policy Is School Policy: Economically Integrative Housing Promotes Academic Success in
Montgomery County, Maryland. Washington, DC: The Century Foundation.
iv
Ogden, C.L., Carroll, M.D., Curtin, L.R., Lamb, M.M., and Flegal, K.M. 2010. Prevalence of high body mass
index in US children and adolescents, 2007-2008. JAMA. 303(3):242-249.
v
Manfred J. Muller, Inga Koertzinger, Mareike Mast, Kristina Langnäse and Andreas Grund. 1999. Physical
activity and diet in 5 to 7 years old children. Public Health Nutrition. 1999(2): 443-444.
vi
See the National Center for Safe Routes to School: http://www.saferoutesinfo.org/
vii
Council of Educational Facility Planners International and U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. 2004.
Schools for Successful Communities: An Element of Smart Growth. Washington, DC: US EPA.
viii
See: National Trust for Historic Preservation. 2010. Helping Johnny Walk to School: Policy
Recommendations for Removing Barriers to Community-Centered Schools. Washington, DC: NTHP.
ix
For a thoughtful discussion and framework on why race and place matter for healthy, equitable
communities, see: Judith Bell and Mary M. Lee. 2011. Why Race and Place Matter: Impacting Health
Through a Focus on Race and Place. Oakland, CA: Policy Link and The California Endowment.
x
Rolf Pendall, Elizabeth Davies, Lesley Freiman, and Rob Pitingolo. 2011. A Lost Decade: Neighborhood
Poverty and the Urban Crisis of the 2000s. Washington, CD: Joint Center for Political and Economic
Studies.
xi
William H. Frey. 2011. America Reaches Its Demographic Tipping Point. Washington, DC: The Brookings
Institution. Available online: http://www.brookings.edu/opinions/2011/0826_census_race_frey.aspx
xii
See: Briggs, Xavier de Souza. 2005. The Geography of Opportunity: Race and Housing Choice in
Metropolitan America. Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press.
xiii
See: DeShano da Silva et al. 2007. The Opportunity Gap: Achievement and Inequality in Education.
Boston: Harvard Education Press.
xiv
McKoy, Deborah L., Jeffrey M. Vincent, and Ariel H. Bierbaum. 2010. “Trajectories of Opportunity for
Young Men and Boys of Color: Built Environment and Place-making Strategies for Creating Equitable,
Healthy, and Sustainable Communities. In Changing Places: How Communities Will Improve the Health of
Boys of Color, edited by Christopher Edley Jr. and Jorge Ruiz de Velasco. Berkeley: University of California
Press.
xv
See: Poverty and Race Research Action Council (PRRAC). 2007. The Future of School Desegregation Law:
The Louisville and Seattle Cases. Available online:

21st Century School Fund and Center for Cities and Schools

17

DRAFT FOR REVIEW and DISCUSSION

http://www.prrac.org/full_text.php?text_id=1113&item_id=10208&newsletter_id=0&header=Current%2
0Projects.
xvi
For a recent critique of school choice, see: Diane Ravitch. 2010. The death and life of the great
American school system: how testing and choice are undermining education. New York: Basic Books. For a
recent argument in support of choice, see: Herbert J. Walberg. 2007. School Choice: The Findings.
xvii

Jeffrey. R. Henig. 1995. Rethinking School Choice. Princeton University Press.
21st Century School Fund, Urban Institute, and The Brookings Institution. 2008. Quality Schools,
Healthy Neighborhoods and the Future of DC. Washington, DC: Urban Institute.
xviii

xix

See: Constance C. Beaumont. 2003. State Policies and School Facilities: How states can support or
undermine neighborhood schools and community preservation. Washington, D.C.: National Trust for
Historic Preservation.
xx
st
21 Century School Fund’s analysis of McGraw-Hill Construction start data.
xxi
Tyack, David B. and Larry Cuban. 1995. Tinkering Toward Utopia: A Century of Public School Reform.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
xxii
See: Greg Marx. 2010. Integrated effort to fight housing, school barriers? Remapping Debate.org,
http://www.remappingdebate.org/article/integrated-effort-fight-housing-school-barriers?page=0,2;
Heather Schwartz. 2010. Housing Policy Is School Policy: Economically Integrative Housing Promotes
Academic Success in Montgomery County, Maryland. Washington, DC: The Century Foundation.
xxiii

Maureen Kennedy and Paul Leonard. 2001. Dealing with Neighborhood Change: A Primer on
Gentrification and Policy Choices. A discussion paper prepared for the Brookings Institution Center on
Urban and Metropolitan Policy and PolicyLink. Washington, DC: Brookings.

21st Century School Fund and Center for Cities and Schools

18

