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Dallas is a large metropolitan area in northern Texas; 
according to the 2015 Census,1 it is the ninth most populous 
city in the country with more than 1,300,000 residents. Dallas 
is also a diverse city socioeconomically. While the median 
household income is $43,359,2 there is a vast range across 
Dallas neighborhoods. In the M Street neighborhood of north 
Dallas, the median income is over $93,000, while in parts of 
south Dallas, it is less than $15,000.3 This socioeconomic 
diversity is not present in the schools, however, as 89.6 
percent of public school students in Dallas are economically 
disadvantaged using the federal poverty guidelines based 
on free and reduced-price lunch eligibility, according to the 
DISD Office of Institutional Research.4 In terms of race, 
22.6 percent of students are black/African American, 0.3 
percent are American Indian/Alaska Natice, 1.4 percent are 
Asian/Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, 70.4 percent are Hispanic, 
4.7 percent are white, and 0.5 percent represent multiple 
groups.5

Given the rich diversity of the city, the Dallas, Texas 
Independent School District (Dallas ISD) is taking its own 
unique approach to school integration by designing an 
innovative school choice pilot. This new program consists of 
a small number of new or transformed schools designed to 
enroll students from different backgrounds and attract more 
middle-class families back to the district.

History of School Integration Efforts 
in Dallas

Dallas began the work of desegregation in 1971 when a 
parent, Sam Tasby, sued and won a district court case, 
Tasby vs. Estes, against the Dallas ISD. Tasby’s class action 
lawsuit claimed that the city’s schools were segregated and 
that the schools children of color attended did not receive 
equitable funding and resources. As a result, a federal 
desegregation order was placed on the schools. Under the 
court order, students were bussed around the city to ensure 
equal access to a quality education. However, when the 
district was deemed unitary in 2003, students again began 
to attend their neighborhood schools.6 As Dallas’s housing 
has long been segregated by race and socioeconomic level, 
and given that the school attendance boundaries are once 
again based on zip code, the majority of Dallas children now 
attend segregated schools.7

The Current Plan

In the past couple of years, Dallas has devoted new energy 
to addressing the problem of segregation through its work 
on public school choice. In 2014, Dallas ISD developed 
a new incubator called the Office of Transformation and 
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Innovation (OTI), which focuses on, among other pilot 
projects, expanding choice options in the district. While 
school integration is not explicitly part of the office’s charge, 
Mike Koprowski, the district’s chief of transformation and 
innovation, sees diversity as essential to achieving their goal 
of boosting achievement through innovative programs. 
While Koprowski began his career in the Air Force, he later 
earned a master’s degree at the Harvard Graduate School of 
Education and decided his calling was, in his words, “working 
on education because it is the civil rights issue of our time.”8 
Koprowski was concerned by the re-segregation of Dallas 
schools and made school integration a priority for the Office 
of Transformation and Innovation.

Koprowski started by surveying the community to determine 
what types of schools parents would be eager to choose. 
They received almost 3,700 responses. The most popular 
school themes were early college, international baccalaureate 
(IB), Montessori, and advanced placement (AP). They were 
also encouraged to find that a majority—with 58 percent 
replying “definitely” and 26 percent replying “probably”—
would choose a school in their attendance zone, if they 
were offered one of their top four choices of school as well 
as transportation. Additionally, 68 percent said they would 
“definitely” or “probably” attend one of their choice schools 
even outside of their attendance zone, if transportation was 
provided.9

After collecting this survey data, Koprowski and his team 
began piloting a variety of new ideas, but two of them—
the creation of “choice schools” as well as the development 
of better measures for student disadvantage—address 
educational equity head-on.

Creation of New “Choice Schools”
Dallas ISD has long had selective magnet schools with 
academic or performance admissions requirements, but the 
district has begun creating new “choice schools” that serve a 
different role. Similar to magnet schools, these choice schools 
offer specialized themes such as Montessori and Science, 
Technology, Engineering, Arts, and Math (STEAM), but 
they do not have the admissions requirements found at the 
magnet schools. Unlike the traditional public schools in the 

district, choice schools are open to children living anywhere 
in the district, regardless of academic ability.10

Koprowski and his five-person team developed two 
kinds of choice schools. First, there are “transformation 
schools,” which are brand-new schools that have open 
enrollment across the district. Second, there are “Innovation 
Schools,” which are existing neighborhood schools being 
reimagined by the current teachers and leadership. In 
order to become a choice school, applicants go through 
an intensive, competitive proposal process.11 If selected, the 
schools receive funding, technical support, and additional 
autonomies—which traditional Dallas schools do not have—
such as the ability to roll money over from year to year or 
redefine staff positions. The goals of these choice schools 
are to offer high quality programming for all children in the 
city; to offer options to middle class families who have left 
the district or who are considering leaving the district; and 
to create more integrated schools that provide high quality 
education to students from all socioeconomic levels.12

Research13 has long shown us that students achieve at higher 
levels when they learn in socioeconomically and racially 
diverse school environments. Choice schools aim to offer 
more of these integrated learning environments to Dallas’s 
children.

Developing Better Measures of Student 
Disadvantage
Another innovation out of the Office of Transformation and 
Innovation is a new take on understanding the poverty level 
of Dallas students. Koprowski explained that the “binary” 
measure of free and reduced lunch, the standard measure 
of poverty used by the federal government, did not offer 
a lot of useful information given that nearly 90 percent of 
the students were receiving this benefit. Based on work 
done in Chicago to tier neighborhoods by level of poverty,14 
the Office of Transformation and Innovation developed 
four different types of “blocks” across the city based on 
four factors: median household income, parents level of 
education, single parent status and home ownership. The 
team developed a map showing the levels of poverty in far 
more detail for all neighborhoods across the city with Block 1 
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representing the quarter of neighborhoods that are wealthiest 
and Block 4 representing the 25 percent of neighborhoods 
that are most impoverished. Now that this map is developed, 
Koprowski’s team is using the information to conduct “equity 
audits” on the new Transformation Schools to ensure that 
equitable numbers of children from each of the “blocks” are 
chosen for the schools.15 Additionally, given that one of the 
first transformation schools, Solar Preparatory School for 
Girls at James Bonham, has socioeconomic balance as one 
of its tenets, the team can use the equity audit to choose 
students off the waitlist in order to balance the school 
socioeconomically.

Impact on Integration and Student 
Outcomes

It is too early to tell what effect Dallas’s socioeconomically 

and racially integrated schools will have on student 
achievement. However, based on early numbers, Solar 
Prep is seeing results in its enrollment. The team was able 
to balance the school with half the children eligible for free 
and reduced lunch and half of them ineligible. Additionally, 
students from all four blocks are represented with the school 
projected to have 42 percent of children representing Block 
1 (the wealthiest quartile of neighborhoods), 21 percent 
of children representing Block 2, 22 percent of children 
representing Block 3 and 12 percent of children representing 
Block 4 (the poorest quartile of neighborhoods). In contrast, 
nearby neighborhood schools, which have traditional 
attendance boundaries, have much more segregated school 
populations. For example, Lakewood Elementary School has 
95 percent of children representing Block 1, 0 percent from 
Block 2, 4 percent from Block 3 and 0 percent from Block 4.16 
(See Figure 1.)

FIGURE 1. ENROLLMENT BY SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS OF STUDENTS’ 
HOME NEIGHBORHOODS IN TWO DALLAS ELEMENTARY SCHOOLS

Source: Data for fall 2016 enrollment provided by Mike Koprowski, 
Chief of Transformation and Innovation, Dallas Independent School District.
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While the focus is on socioeconomic balance, further analysis 
by the Office of Transformation and Innovation showed that 
Solar Prep’s projected enrollment is racially diverse as well 
with roughly 45 percent Hispanic children, 25 percent black 
children, 25 percent white children and 5 percent Asian and 
multi-race children. While the city as a whole is diverse, with 
28.8 percent white residents, 25.0 percent black residents, 
2.9 percent Asian residents, 42.4 percent Hispanic or Latino 
residents, and 2.6 percent two or more races,17 this level of 
racial diversity in one school is rare in the Dallas ISD. While 
this is an early pilot, Koprowski is hopeful that opening more 
choice schools will increase their market share of middle 
class students in the Dallas area and simultaneously create 
enriching, integrated schools for all children.

Early evidence of this pilot’s ability to increase the market 
share of middle class families was seen in this last application 
cycle. According to data from the Office of Transformation 
and Innovation, a total of 668 applications came from 
students not currently attending a Dallas ISD school. While 
some of those children are just entering kindergarten, 
many are also coming from private schools and charter 
schools in the area. The demand has been high so far, with 
Transformation Schools averaging three applications for 
every one seat.18

Lessons for Other Districts

The team at Dallas’s Office of Transformation and Innovation 
believes they increased their market share of students 
through intensive communication with all communities 
within the city. The team spent months sending fliers, placing 
ads, and knocking on doors across the city to ensure that all 
families knew about the choice schools. “Diversity requires 
very intentional recruitment,” Koprowski explained. They 
also followed the private school timeline. “If you want your 
schools to be a feasible option for private school parents, 
you have to have the enrollment process happen just as 
early,” said Koprowski.

While the office has had many successes, there have been 
challenges, as well. Office of Transformation and Innovation 

Director Mohammed Choudhury explained, “The biggest 
obstacles to change and reform are within the system itself.” 
Much of his work has been focused on collaborating with 
other district offices, such as the finance office, to ensure 
that the choice schools are given the additional autonomies 
they have been promised and that a district infrastructure for 
scaling these projects is developed.19

To other districts considering similar policy shifts or pilots, 
Koprowski shares the following advice. He suggests, “Districts 
should offer creative enrollment strategies that promote 
socioeconomic and racial diversity by decoupling residential 
address and school assignment.” He also suggests making 
the application process as easy as possible for parents. As 
an example of this flexibility, Dallas ISD is allowing parents 
to text a photo of their application rather than deliver it in 
person.

Another important element is transportation, which Dallas 
ISD provides for the Transformation Schools. “Choice 
without transportation really isn’t choice for many families,” 
explains Koprowski.

Next Steps

Both Choudhury and Koprowski emphasize how iterative 
the process of school innovation and integration has to be. 
The team’s goal is to create thirty-five choice schools by 
2020 with ten being Transformation Schools and twenty-five 
being Innovation. If they are ultimately successful, however, 
the team believes that the learning that comes from this 
work will make all of the district’s schools, not just the Choice 
Schools, more diverse and more enriching for all children.20
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