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About This Report
This report, the third in an ongoing series on Denver’s SchoolChoice system, was commissioned by A+ Denver 
and the SchoolChoice Transparency Committee, with support from Denver Public Schools. The SchoolChoice 
Transparency Committee, housed at A+ Denver, was created to analyze the SchoolChoice process, and has 
overseen the evaluation in A+ Denver’s SchoolChoice Reports. The committee is made up of school leaders 
(with representation from charter, magnet, and traditional schools), district leaders, and third-party community 
stakeholders.
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Overview
A large percentage of Denver families take 
advantage of school choice. But despite the broad 
participation in choice, it is still clear that different 
families face different obstacles when it comes to 
picking and ultimately being matched to a quality 
school. Families across the city showed a clear 
preference for schools receiving higher ratings on 
the city’s School Performance Framework. But, 
these seats are not well distributed across the city. 
Families in neighborhoods with low-ranking schools 
must consider if they are willing to send their child 
to a school that is far from home and may be forced 
to choose between quality and proximity. 

Using application data from the city’s SchoolChoice 
system, the Center on Reinventing Public Education 
evaluated Denver’s school choice process. Through 
this analysis we learned that much work remains 
to be done to satisfy Denver families’ demand for 
quality. The full report, An Evaluation of Denver’s 
SchoolChoice Process, 2012-2014: Is the School 
Enrollment System Working for Families?, was 
prepared for the SchoolChoice Transparency 
Committee at A+ Denver.

Participation in school choice is high, 
though not equally across all of the city’s 
communities. 

For the 2014–15 school year, about 24,000 students 
across all grades submitted a SchoolChoice 
application. In the transition grades of kindergarten, 
6th grade, and 9th grade, about 70 percent of 
students submitted an application. 

The SchoolChoice application allows families to rank 
their top five choices. Indeed, most parents that 
submitted an application for the 2014–15 enrollment 
listed more than one option. Twenty-eight percent 
listed five options, maximizing their chances to 
match to a school on their preference list. In the Far 
Northeast, where middle and high students are not 
assigned to a school based on their address and 
instead belong to an “enrollment zone” with multiple 
options, families most frequently listed the full five 
choices.

Though high participation rates were common 
among racial, socio-economic and other subgroups, 
there were some important differences. 

For the 2014–15 enrollment, 63 percent of students 
eligible for free and reduced-price lunch (FRL) 
participated in school choice, compared with 
69 percent of non-FRL-eligible students. The 
percentage of English language learners (ELL) who 
participated (66 percent) was higher than native 
English speakers (63 percent).1 

White students, at 85 percent, had the highest level 
of participation in school choice in 2014, followed 
by 75 percent of mixed-race students, 71 percent of 
Hispanic students, and 63 percent of black students 
and students classified as “other.”

The higher a student’s standardized test scores, the 
more likely he or she was to participate in school 
choice. In addition to the impact of individual 
student achievement on choice participation, 
students attending high-performing schools 
participated in choice at a higher rate than their 
counterparts attending lower-performing schools.

1. The 15 percentage point gap in participation between students in special education and students in general education reversed itself by 2014, 
largely as a result of a policy change in which more special education students were given the opportunity to enroll through SchoolChoice.
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Parents’ preference for the city’s highest-
performing schools drives some families to 
look for schools outside their neighborhood.

Parents’ choices show a clear preference for higher-
performing schools. Seven out of the ten most-
requested schools for both 6th and 9th graders, 
and eight of the ten most-requested schools for 
kindergartners, were rated as either “distinguished” 
or “meets expectations” on the city’s School 
Performance Framework. Parents across the city 
share this preference for higher-ranking schools.

Unfortunately, higher-ranking schools, though 
growing in number, remain unevenly distributed 
across the city. The vast majority of projected seats 
in the Southeast in 2014—over 90 percent—are 
at schools rated as “meeting expectations” or 
“distinguished.” But only about 40 percent of the 
projected available middle and high school seats in 
the Far Northeast are at schools with these ratings. 

Many families, driven to enroll their children in 
higher-performing schools, appear to look outside 
their neighborhood for schools, essentially trading 
proximity to home for school quality. Overall, one 
in five Denver families selects a school outside 
of their neighborhood as their first choice. 
Parents in neighborhoods hosting schools scoring 

below the city average are even more likely to opt 
for schools outside their neighborhood.

Match rates are high, but it is still hard to get 
into a high-performing school. 

Between 76 and 89 percent of all students are 
matched with one of their choices, and most 
students are matched with their first-choice school. 
But student demographic traits, where they live, and 
what they prioritize all impact a successful match.

Hispanic students, black students, white students, 
and those in “other” racial groups have roughly 
the same likelihood of being matched with their 
first-choice school. But students who qualify for 
FRL are 19 percent more likely to receive their first 
choice than non-FRL students. Students in special 
education have 11 percent lower odds of being 
matched with their first choice than students in 
general education. There is no difference in first-
choice matches between ELL and non-ELL students. 
Students in the Far Northeast are far less likely to be 
matched with their first-choice school than students 
living elsewhere in the city. 

Placement in one of the city’s highest-performing 
schools is much more difficult, especially when the 
school is outside a family’s home region. Families 

Notes: The blue line represents the predicted probabilities that 
a student listed a school outside their home region as their first 
choice at each value of the average neighborhood SPF rating 
(using a multivariate logit regression that holds background 
variables at their means). The light blue shading represents the 
95% confidence interval about the predicted probabilities. The 
darker gray line indicates the average percentage of students in 
the sample (19.9%) who select a school outside their region as 
their first choice.
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that list higher-quality schools are less likely to be 
matched to their first choice or any of their choices 
than families who select lower-quality schools. 
Indeed, listing a “distinguished” school as the first 
choice lowers a family’s odds of being matched to 
that school by about 15 percentage points compared 
to having listed a school “on probation” as the first 
choice. Selecting a first-choice school outside the 
family’s home region lowers the likelihood of being 
matched with it by nearly 6 percentage points. 

Implications 
Since its 2012 implementation, Denver Public 
School’s SchoolChoice process has been stable 
and successful, but lingering gaps remain in terms 
of participation and families’ reasonable access 
to higher-performing schools. White students 
participate at far higher rates than minority students. 
Low-income students and special education 
students participate at lower rates than their 
counterparts. And high-performing students, as well 
as those at high-performing schools, have higher 
rates of participation.

Though the proportion of available seats in high-
performing schools has grown over time, particularly 
at the high school level, it is still not enough to 
meet citywide demand. Families are sometimes 
forced to choose between quality and proximity. 
One-fifth of SchoolChoice participants requested 
schools outside of their neighborhood. The lack of 
quality options is particularly acute in the Northwest 
and Far Northeast regions of the city. And families 
requesting a high-quality school as their first choice 
are less likely to be matched to that school—or any 
of their choices—than families who choose lesser-
quality schools.

There’s more analysis and more work to be done to 
investigate the trade-offs parents make regarding 
quality and proximity, as well as opportunities to 
further expand school choice participation and to 
provide a consistent supply of high-quality options 
for families to choose from. 


