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Cambridge Public Schools: 
Pioneers of Equitable Choice
OCTOBER 14, 2016 — CAROLE LEARNED-MILLER

The city of Cambridge, Massachusetts is located across the 
Charles River and just west of Boston. It is a city of more 
than 110,000 and is home to several select colleges including 
Harvard University and the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology (MIT). According to 2015 Census data, 66.6 
percent of residents are white, 11.7 percent of residents are 
black, 15.1 percent are Asian, 4.3 percent are of two or more 
races, and 7.6 percent are Latino or Hispanic. The median 
income is $75,909 and 15 percent of residents are living in 
poverty.1 The district had a per pupil expenditure rate in 
2014 of $27,163—more than almost any other district in the 
Commonwealth of Massachusetts.2 During the 2015–2016 
school year, there were 6,607 students enrolled in the 
Cambridge Public Schools.3 Among those students, 27.7 
percent were economically disadvantaged, 21.6 percent 
were students with disabilities, and 8.1 percent were English 
language learners.4 A total of 43 percent of children were 
eligible for free and reduced-price lunch during the 2014–
2015 school year.5

For more than thirty years, Cambridge has worked to 
promote racial and socioeconomic integration in its schools 
through a system of district-wide public school choice with 
a focus on equity.

History of School Integration Efforts 
in Cambridge

Cambridge is known for its commitment to “controlled 
choice.” Controlled choice was an approach to school 
integration largely developed and implemented by student 
assignment planner and consultant Michael Alves in the 
1970s and 1980s after the passage of the Massachusetts’ 
Racial Imbalance Act. In response to the act, districts such 
as Boston began to require busing in order to integrate 
their schools racially. In contrast to approaches based on 
reassigning students, controlled choice allowed parents to 
choose schools from across a district while simultaneously 
giving the district information about the families needed 
to ensure that schools were balanced racially and/or 
socioeconomically. Cambridge was the first district in the 
country to try Alves’s new approach and is still implementing 
controlled choice today. According to Alves, “Since its 
adoption in 1981, the Cambridge Controlled Choice Plan 
has served as a model for many other school districts 
throughout the United States.”6

The Cambridge Public Schools web site on controlled 
choice states, “The Controlled Choice Policy is designed 
to create diverse, academically rigorous schools with 
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equal access to educational resources. Controlled Choice 
began in 1980 when the Cambridge School Committee 
voted to desegregate the schools by moving away from a 
neighborhood schools model.” When the percentage of 
students who receive “paid lunch” and “free and reduced 
lunch” matches that of the wider district, the school meets 
the district’s target and is “balanced.”

While the Cambridge plan originally focused on racial 
integration, the district pivoted to a focus on socioeconomic 
status in 2001 in anticipation of impending court decisions, 
says James Maloney, chief operating officer of the 
Cambridge Public Schools. Cambridge did this work 
proactively and was never under either a court-mandated 
or voluntary desegregation plan.7 Under this revised 
socioeconomic controlled choice plan, explained Alves, 
“When the percentage of students enrolled in a school who 
receive a “free or reduced lunch” is within 10 percentage 
points of the district-wide percent free and reduced lunch 
students, the school is deemed to have met the district’s 
targeted definition for socioeconomic balance and 
desegregation.”8 This shift in policy was critical given that, 
as predicted, the Supreme Court decided in a 2007 case, 
Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle School 
District No. 1, that voluntarily adopted choice-based student 
assignment policies focusing solely on race violated the 
Equal Protection Clause of the Fourteenth Amendment.

The Current Plan

The School Committee has updated the controlled choice 
policy over the years, continuing to seek input from Alves. 
During the most recent review by the Cambridge School 
Committee, district administrators, and Alves, the district 
decided to shift to a three-year average for determining the 
socioeconomic balance of the city, rather than adjusting the 
percentages every year. According to Linh O, director of 
registration for the Cambridge Public Schools, “By taking 
the three-year average (as of October 1 each year)—this 
year it was years 2013, 2014, 2015—we have a more accurate 
representation of the kindergarten SES after school begins 
for each of those years.”

Under the guidance of O, Cambridge families enroll at 
the Family Resource Center, which oversees student 
assignment for the district. When determining a school for 
a child, the Family Resource Center considers the family’s 
socioeconomic status, their list of three school choices, and 
issues related to the specific program—such as preparedness 
for a dual language program, school size, and the balance of 
girls and boys in the particular grade. Children who do not 
gain entry to any of their top three choice schools may stay 
on the waiting list until the next enrollment period begins.

Impact on Integration and Student 
Outcomes

Cambridge’s controlled choice program has met many of its 
goals.

More Integrated Schools
Maloney, who has been chief operating officer of Cambridge 
Public Schools for twelve years, reports, “While many areas of 
the country are re-segregating, Cambridge children are less 
likely than ever before to attend segregated schools.” Figure 
19 highlights this trend showing 57 percent of the Cambridge 
Public Schools were balanced by race in the 2001–2002 
school year, but 73 percent of schools were balanced by 
race in the 2011–2012 school year. As a result, 84 percent 
of Cambridge’s students are attending racially balanced 
schools as compared with the 66 percent who attended 
racially balanced schools in 2001–2002. Similarly, the schools 
are far less segregated socioeconomically with 64 percent of 
schools being balanced in 2011–2012 as compared to only 36 
percent being balanced by SES in 2001–2002. As a result, 
67 percent of children were attending socioeconomically 
balanced schools in 2011–2012, which is up from just 39 
percent of students in 2001–2002.10

Strong Student Achievement
While accountability measures have changed during 
the years that the controlled choice plan has been 
implemented and revised, Cambridge students do well 
compared to students in similar districts. In an analysis by 
the Massachusetts Department of Education, Cambridge 
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students outperformed students in these demographically 
similar districts, such as Waltham, Somerville and Medford, 
on the MCAS exam in English, math and science.11 In recent 
years, the state has focused its accountability measures on 
a school or district’s “Student Growth Percentile” (SGP). In 
English Language Arts (ELA), Cambridge is doing better 
than the state with a SGP of 54 percent versus the state’s 
SGP of 50 percent. In math, Cambridge and the state 
have the same SGP of 50 percent.12 Overall, the state rates 
Cambridge as a Level 2, which is the second highest rating 
a district can receive.

Many point to the high school graduation rates of 
Cambridge students of color as a potential measure of 
success for controlled choice. While Maloney believes 
many factors contribute to the high graduation rate, such 
as the city’s wide array of enriching after school activities, 

he believes controlled choice could be one important 
factor.13 According to the National Center for Educational 
Statistics, the most recent data from 2013–2014 show that 
across the nation, 82 percent of all students and 73 percent 
of black students graduate from high school. In Cambridge, 
according to the Massachusetts Department of Education’s 
most recent data, from the academic year 2014–2015, 91.5 
percent of all students, 90.5 percent of black students, 88.7 
percent of Hispanic/Latino students, and 89.5 percent of 
low-income students graduate.

Increased Enrollment
Another potential indicator of the success of school choice 
in Cambridge is the number of families choosing to send 
their children to the Cambridge public schools. While 
competition with private schools is an ongoing issue for the 
district, enrollment has been increasing for nearly a decade 
at approximately 2 percent each year, shared Maloney.14

FIGURE 1. COMPARISON OF DISTRICT GRADES JK-8 RACIAL AND SES BALANCE
SY2001-02 to SY2011-12
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Choices for Parents, and Diverse 
Experiences for Children
Maloney sees other benefits as well including the fact that 
all children are able to experience and benefit from the 
city’s diversity. Finally, parents are not limited to the school 
in their neighborhoods. They can choose a school on the 
other side of the city, if they feel the program best matches 
their child’s needs.15 O sees many benefits as well. She 
believes, “Controlled choice promotes more diversity in 
the classroom; it gives children more exposure of different 
backgrounds and cultures.”16

More Equitable Access to Quality Schools
Another important element of Cambridge’s approach to 
controlled choice, according to O, is that children who enter 
the system mid-year still have access to many of the schools 
because the district reserves some seats in highly selected 
schools for low-income children who enroll mid-year. In 
particular, refugee and homeless children—who are more 
likely to enter mid-year—have more equitable access to all 
schools as a result.17

Next Steps

Maloney says one of the challenges has been maintaining the 
Cambridge schools’ unique qualities while simultaneously 
becoming more accountable to state standards and testing. 
Prior to the accountability era of the last decade, schools 
were able to more freely design a creative mission and vision 
that might attract families from across the city. Another 
challenge is that, during particular time periods, certain kinds 
of programs may be more attractive to different parent 
groups. Currently, the higher socioeconomic parent group 
is choosing the dual language programs much more than 
the lower socioeconomic parent group, making it harder to 
balance those schools.18

Another challenge facing Cambridge, according to Maloney, 
is that ongoing transfers can be destabilizing for the less 
frequently chosen schools. Families can transfer once per 
school year. As each summer ends, spaces open up in the 
more highly selected schools. Parents then pull their children 

out of the less frequently chosen schools, making it hard for 
all educators in the city to plan for the fall.19

In terms of future improvements, O would like to see all of 
the schools become viable options for families. Maintaining 
a balance is difficult when families are largely choosing only 
a subset of schools. “We will have some schools that are 
chosen by more than 15 percent of that applicant pool and 
some schools where we have only 2 percent choosing that 
school. In an ideal controlled choice setting, all the schools 
would be desirable picks for families and the distribution of 
picks on the lottery would not be so heavily skewed toward 
only one third of the schools as top choices,” explains O.20

Cambridge remains a leader in school integration. 
Administrators’ and educators’ continued commitment to 
equity and willingness to reflect and improve their policies 
over time has allowed the district to evolve and to create 
increasingly diverse learning environments for students.

Carole Learned-Miller is a second year doctoral student 
in the Ed.LD. program at the Harvard Graduate School of 
Education. She started her career as a teacher and later 
worked as a principal and a central office administrator. She 
also enjoyed training and coaching aspiring principals and 
teachers. Carole is involved in research and writing related 
to the development of exceptional teachers and principals 
as well as the creation of equitable, integrated and enriching 
schools for children. Carole received a BA in Education and 
Psychology from Smith College and a M.Ed. in Educational 
Administration from Boston College.
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