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Introduction and Overview  
 
 The question of how students should be assigned to school has generated intense 

debate and tension in the Wake County Public School System (WCPSS).  In response to 

requests for feedback from the Board of Education, the Greater Raleigh Chamber of 

Commerce and Wake Education Partnership retained the Alves Educational Consultants 

Group, Ltd. to draft a new controlled-choice student assignment plan for the Wake 

County Public School System.  In creating the plan, the Alves Group was instructed to 

follow the guiding principles of stability, choice, proximity and student achievement.   

 The draft plan set forth in Parts 2 and 3 of this report is based on a comprehensive 

analysis of the root problems and student assignment challenges faced by WCPSS.  The 

major finding of this analysis is discussed in detail in Part 1 of this report. It shows that 

the core problem with student assignment in Wake County is the inability of the system 

to provide students with a stable residential-based school assignment in the face of 

extraordinary enrollment growth.   Based on the results of this analysis, we have 

concluded that the problem of instability can best be addressed with the implementation 

of a long-range choice-based assignment plan that is practical, cost effective and fair to 

all students.   

Methodology  

 The data utilized throughout this report was obtained from the Wake County 

Public School System.  Parts 1 and 2 are based on data generated by the system’s Growth 

and Planning Department as well as other administrators. The statistical analysis of the 

data was conducted by SAS Institute under the guidance of Michael Alves.  Analysis and 
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visual representations of the data were created using SAS, Microsoft Excel and Google 

Earth.  

 

Key Features 

 
• All students enrolled in the system when the plan is adopted can remain in 

their assigned schools until they complete that school’s highest grade. None of 
these students would be mandatorily reassigned to another school. 

 
• As a result of this grandfathering provision, the new plan would only affect 

students who are entering elementary, middle and high school; those who 
apply for a voluntary transfer, and those who are new to the system. 

 
• Once enrolled, all students that are assigned under this plan can stay in their 

chosen school until they complete that school’s highest grade. 
 

• In order to effectively implement this new family friendly and stable student 
assignment plan, the system would be organized into three equivalent and 
geographically contiguous school-choice areas. These areas are designed for 
administrative use and are not intended to restrict a student’s choices. 

• Each area encompasses a section of the city of Raleigh and its surrounding 
suburban communities.   

• Each area has a similar number of students at each educational level and each 
area has a diverse resident student population that is comparable to the 
demographic composition of the system’s total student population. 

 
• Each area has the proper number of elementary, middle and high schools to 

accommodate all of the K-12 students that currently reside in each area. Each 
area has enough sites to build new schools that will be needed to 
accommodate enrollment growth for the foreseeable future. 

 
• Each area encompasses the system’s existing student transportation routes and 

facilitates the continued efficient operation of the system’s transportation 
services. 

 
• Each area has a similar number of traditional and year-round calendar schools 

and ensures that students would continue to have access to magnet schools. 
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• Each area has students of varying achievement levels and no area has a 
disproportionate number of students who are most at risk of not meeting the 
state’s achievement standards. 

 
• All parents would be allowed and strongly encouraged to select at least five 

schools by rank order of preference. 
 
• All students that have an older sibling who is in a school will be guaranteed 

an assignment to that school, if that is their first choice. 
 

• All parents would have a range of schools to choose from that includes the 
schools nearest to their home, at least two magnet schools, two-year round 
calendar schools, and two traditional schools. 

 
• All students would continue to have the option of applying to a district-wide 

magnet high school. 
 

• The range of schools that parents can choose will be subject to the availability 
of efficient yellow bus transportation services. 
 

•  No school will have a choice-assigned student enrollment that is greater than 
the school’s total annual campus capacity. 

 
• Schools that are consistently under-chosen by parents will be targeted for 

school improvement measures that would make these schools more 
academically attractive.  

    
• Incoming kindergarten students would be assigned to an elementary school of 

choice through a computerized lottery process. These lotteries would be 
carried out on a regularly scheduled basis starting in January and ending in 
June.  Parents who register their child after the last kindergarten assignment 
lottery has been completed would be assigned to a school of choice with 
available seats on a first-come first-served basis. 

 
• In order to ensure the integrity of the computerized lottery assignment 

process, a transparent and comprehensible algorithm would be designed to 
assign students in accordance to the following assignment priorities: 

 
Priority 1: Sibling applicants who are eligible for a guaranteed first-choice 
school assignment. 

 
Priority 2: Non-sibling applicants who reside within a travel-distance of 1.5 
miles of their first-choice school. 

 
Priority 3: Non-sibling applicants who do not live within 1.5 miles travel 
distance of any school and make their nearest school their first choice. 
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Priority 4: Non-sibling applicants whose nearest school is severely 
overcrowded and select the next-closest school that is not overcrowded as 
their first choice. 

 
Priority 5: Non-sibling applicants whose nearest schools are magnet schools 
and their parents select a non-magnet school as their first-choice school. 

 
Priority 6: Non-sibling applicants who do not qualify for any of the above 
assignment priorities and would promote achievement level-diversity in their 
first-choice school. 
 
 

• The above priorities for a first-choice school assignment may be applied to all 
of the parents’ rank-ordered schools of choice, and waiting lists would be 
maintained for students who are not assigned to their first or second choice 
schools. 

 
• All parents would be given an equal opportunity to make informed decisions 

about the schools they prefer their children attend. All parents would be 
strongly encouraged to participate in the application and assignment process. 

 
• Elementary students transitioning from Grade 5 to Grade 6 would be 

automatically assigned to a middle school and students transitioning from 
Grade 8 to Grade 9 would be automatically assigned to a high school. 

  
• In the event that a parent did not want to have their child automatically 

assigned to a secondary school, they would have the option to participate in a 
choice-based application and lottery assignment process. 

 
• The automatic assignment of students into the entry-grades of the system’s 

secondary schools will provide parents and students with predictability and 
continuity of assignment from kindergarten through Grade 12. Parents would 
know what secondary schools their children would be attending when they 
received their choice-based elementary school assignment. 

 
• These automatic secondary school assignments would be implemented by 

clustering together several elementary schools that would feed 5th Grade 
students into a middle school. Several middle schools would be clustered 
together to feed 8th Grade students into a high school.  

 
• The feeder schools that were clustered together would have a combined 

transition-grade enrollment that is comparable to the receiving secondary 
school’s entry-grade enrollment capacity, and each cluster would be created in 
a way that ensured that each of the system’s secondary schools had an entry-
grade enrollment of students with similar achievement levels.  
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• In light of this plan’s proximity-based assignment priorities, more students 

would be able to attend a school that is close to their home. This helps the 
system provide cost-effective transportation services.  

  
• Once adopted, this new plan can be effectively implemented in the 2012-13 

school year.  
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Part 1: Statement of the Problem 
 

 
STABILITY OF ASSIGNMENT 

 
 

Like most school districts in the United States, school assignment in the Wake 

County Public School System is based primarily on a student’s home address.  In order to 

facilitate the implementation of its residential-based student assignment policy, the 

WCPSS has been geographically subdivided into more than 1300 individual “nodes” or 

geocodes. Those nodes, in turn, have been clustered or grouped together in a contiguous 

and often non-contiguous manner to determine a student’s “base school” for the purposes 

of school assignment.  This residential-based method for mandatorily assigning students 

to schools was designed to provide students with predictability and stable assignments 

from Kindergarten through Grade 12.  However, for more than two decades, thousands of 

students have been mandatorily assigned to different base schools due to the inherent 

inability of this student assignment methodology to handle the extraordinary enrollment 

growth that has affected the entire county. 

According to enrollment statistics collected and reported by the system’s Growth 

and Planning Department, the WCPSS has experienced a sizable increase in its K-12 

students every year for more than 20 years.  This was especially true during the five-year 

period from the 2003-04 to the 2007-08 school years when the system had a net increase 

of 29,632 students that included a yearly increase of 7,568 students in the 2006-07 school 

year.   
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These rapid annual increases in student enrollment placed a severe strain on the 

system when overcrowded base schools automatically enrolled students from the fastest 

growing nodes. Even though the system constructed new schools and utilized a multitude 

of mobile classrooms in an effort to accommodate the enrollment growth, thousands of 

students were mandatorily reassigned when their nodes were assigned to different base 

schools. Node-boundaries were repeatedly realigned and schools were converted to year-

round calendars so they could enroll more students.  Even during the relatively slower 

growth of recent years, thousands of students continued to be reassigned to other schools 

as node assignments continued to shift and change. 

Moreover, administrators project the system’s current K-12 enrollment of 143,289 

is expected to approach 200,000 students by 2020. An increase of 60,000 students would 

create the need for 33 new schools to be built within the next 10 to 15 years at a cost of 

more than $1.5 billion.  

 In light of this situation, which is unfolding during a time of severe financial 

stress, it appears that the annual reassignment of at least several thousand students a year 

will continue to be a disruptive fact of life in the WCPSS so long as the system utilizes a 

mandatory or guaranteed residential-based school assignment policy.  

Base School Assignments and Projected Enrollment Growth  

The only way all students can be guaranteed an assignment to a particular public 

school is to mandatorily assign each student to a certain school without regard to the 

school’s enrollment capacity.  No school district undergoing significant enrollment 

growth actually assigns students that way. Nevertheless, to illustrate the effects of future 

growth, we conducted an analysis of what the utilization rates would be if all the students 
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who resided in the system’s geographic nodes were assigned to their base schools during 

the next 10 years without ever reassigning them. 

(The analysis does not consider possible future construction, as it is not possible 

to predict what type of construction program the system will be able to undertake.) 

  The 156 base schools analyzed for this section of the report includes 20 high 

schools, 32 middle schools and 103 elementary schools. The enrollment capacity of these 

schools is based on each school’s Annual Campus Capacity (ACC) as reported by system 

administrators.  In the Wake County Public School System, a school’s ACC represents 

the total number of students enrolled in a school building and its mobile classrooms. 

ACC also considers whether a school is operating on a traditional or year-round calendar.    

For purposes of this analysis, an annual utilization rate was calculated for each of 

the system’s base schools by dividing the school’s total projected node-based student 

enrollment by its ACC for the 2011-12 through the 2020-21 school years.  Once these 

annual calculations were made, we compared the projected node-based student utilization 

rates to the school’s actual enrollment utilization rate for the current 2010-11 school year. 

 Also, for purposes of this analysis, schools with utilization rates at or above 100 

percent are considered to be overcrowded and schools that have utilization rates at or 

above 125 percent are deemed to be severely overcrowded.  These statistical benchmarks 

for assessing school enrollment utilization rates are consistent with well-established 

standards for determining overcrowded schools in K-12 education. 

As documented in Appendix A and discussed below, our comparative analysis of 

the actual and the projected node-based enrollment utilization rates of the system’s 156 

base schools strongly and objectively calls into question the viability of continuing to 
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implement a residential-based mandatory student assignment policy in the WCPSS in the 

face of continued significant annual enrollment growth. The results of this analysis 

clearly demonstrate the futility of promising parents that their child will be guaranteed an 

assignment to a certain school when the system cannot ensure that the student will be 

able to stay in and receive a stable educational experience in that school.  These findings 

further document the need for the system to build new schools as soon as possible.  

Base High Schools   

As shown in Table A-1 in Appendix A of this report, only six of the system’s 20 

base high schools currently have an enrollment utilization rate that is at or above 100 

percent in the 2010-11 school year.  These six high schools include one district-wide 

magnet school (Enloe) and four non-magnets (Holly Springs, Broughton, Panther Creek, 

Cary, and Leesville).  However, if all the high school students who reside in the nodes 

that are assigned to the system’s 20 base high schools were mandatorily assigned to their 

base high school starting in the 2011-12 school year, the number of schools with an 

enrollment utilization rate above 100 percent would increase to 10 in the 2011-12 school 

year; 15 in the 2012-13 and 2013-14 school years; 16 in the 2014-15 through the 2017-18 

school years; and to 17 in the 2019-20 and 2020-21 school years. (See Table A-1)  

These data further indicate that during this 10-year time period, seven schools 

would have utilization rates at or above 125 percent by the 2014-15 school year and that 

two of these schools would be at over 150 percent. By the 2018-19 school year, 12 high 

schools would have utilization rates above 125 percent and six of these schools would 

have utilization rates above 150 percent. By 2020-21, at least three high schools would 

have utilization rates well above 200 percent.  These data also indicate that two of the 
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system’s magnet high schools (Enloe and Southeast Raleigh) would experience a sizeable 

decrease in their utilization rates if all students were mandatorily assigned to their base 

high school.  However, it is highly unlikely that these two magnet schools would be able 

to voluntarily enroll enough students from the over-utilized non-magnet high schools to 

forestall the mandatory reassignment of thousands of high school students to fill vacant 

seats.  

The high schools that would be the most severely overcrowded if the system 

adopted a guaranteed mandatory base-school assignment policy would be Knightdale, 

East Wake, Panther Creek, Holly Springs, Wake Forest, and Fuquay-Varina. (See Table 

A-1.) 

Base Middle Schools 

Analysis of the base school utilization rates for the system’s 32 middle schools 

indicates that eight, or one-fourth of these schools, currently have enrollment utilization 

rates in the 2010-11 school year that are above 100 percent and that one (East Garner) has 

a utilization rate of 123.8 percent.   If all the middle school students who reside in these 

32 middle schools were guaranteed an assignment to their base middle school, the 

number of middle schools with an enrollment utilization rate at or above 100 percent 

would increase to 18 in the 2011-12 school year, to 21 by the 2014 -15 school year, and 

to 23 from the 2016-17 through the 2020-12 school years. (See Table A-2).  

These data also show that four middle schools would have utilization rates above 

125 percent in 2011-12 and that three of these schools (Wake Forest, Fuquay-Varina, and 

Dillard) would have utilization rates that were above 150 percent.  These data further 

indicate that by the 2014-15 school year, 12 schools -- or more than one-third -- of the 
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systems middle schools would have utilization rates above 125 percent, and that the rates 

in at least five of these schools would increase to over 150 percent by the 2016-17 school 

year. Three schools (Wake Forest, Fuquay-Varina, and Zebulon) would have utilization 

rates that were over 200 percent by the 2019-20 school year. (See Table A-2)  

While the base-school utilization rates would decrease in the system’s four 

magnet middle schools, there is no evidence to suggest that these magnet schools would 

be able to voluntarily enroll enough students from the over-utilized non-magnet middle 

schools to prevent the mandatory reassignment of hundreds of middle school students.   

In addition to Wake Forest, Fuquay-Varina and Zebulon, the middle schools that 

would be the most severely overcrowded if the system adopted a guaranteed base-school 

assignment policy would be Wendell, East Wake, Mills Park, Dillard, East Garner, 

Salem, and Reedy Creek. (See Table A-2) 

Base Elementary Schools 

 Analysis of the system’s 103 base elementary schools indicates that 32 

elementary schools currently have enrollment utilization rates that are at or above 100 

percent. Thirteen of these schools are magnets, including Hunter with a utilization rate of 

138.7 percent, and seven year-round schools. (See Table A-3).  If all the elementary 

students who reside in the 103 elementary schools were guaranteed a mandatory 

assignment to their base elementary school, the number of schools with an enrollment 

utilization rate at or above 100 percent would increase to 41 schools in the 2011-12 

school year; 49 schools in 2012-13; 57, or more than one-half, by 2015-16; and to 66 or 

nearly two-thirds by 2020-21. (See Tables A3, A4, A5, and A6). 
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These data also indicate that during this 10-year time period, 18 of the system’s 

19 elementary magnets would experience a relatively significant decrease in their base-

school utilization rates. Only Zebulon elementary magnet would have a significant 

increase in its utilization rate.  

However, this decrease in the magnet school’s utilization rates would not offset 

the demonstrable increase in the utilization rates in the vast majority of the system’s non-

magnet elementary schools. That would include at least 40 schools with utilization rates 

exceeding 125 percent by 2016-17 and 32 schools with utilization rates exceeding 150 

percent by 2020-21. (See Tables A3, A4, A5, and A6). 

Moreover, during the next 10 years, if no new elementary schools are built, there 

are many elementary schools that would experience severe overcrowding. With node-

based enrollment utilization rates, the most severe overcrowding, with  utilization rates 

rising to well above 200 percent would be Zebulon, Rolesville, Wakelon, Sanford Creek, 

Carver, Hodge Road, Forestville Road, Fuquay-Varina, Creech Road, Lockhart, Yates 

Mill, and Apex.  And the non-magnet elementary schools that would be least impacted by 

the implementation of a guaranteed node-based assignment policy -- with utilization rates 

remaining below 100 percent by 2020-21 -- would be West Lake, Durant Road, Lincoln 

Heights, Olds, Cedar Fork, Oak Grove, Partnership, Morrisville, Adams, Green Hope, 

Root, Reedy Creek, Wake Forest, Heritage, Lead Mine, Green, Hilburn, and Holly Ridge. 

(See Tables A3, A4, A5, and A6).   
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Student Diversity and Overcrowded Schools  

  The system’s former student assignment policy sought to reduce the 

concentration of low-income students in schools that are located mostly in high-poverty 

neighborhoods. It accomplished this goal by taking certain nodes that were situated near 

magnet schools in the city of Raleigh – nodes containing predominately low-income and 

non-white students – and mandatorily assigning those students to base schools that were 

located in suburban communities. 

 These mandatory assignments that used diversity as an assignment criterion were 

made in order to open up seats in the system’s urban magnet schools so these schools 

could voluntarily enroll more affluent suburban students. The assignment process also 

meant that low-income students who were mandatorily reassigned could help fill 

otherwise underutilized suburban schools.   

As a point of reference, it should be noted that available data indicates that at least 

5,900 students, who reside mostly in Southeast Raleigh, are currently enrolled in 41 

suburban schools. That includes 22 elementary schools, 12 middle schools, and 8 high 

schools. More than 10,000 mostly suburban students are currently enrolled by choice in 

the system’s 32 magnet schools. 

 These data also indicate that the urban students who are mandatorily assigned 

and transported to suburban schools currently represent about 4 percent of the system’s 

total K-12 student enrollment or roughly 7 percent of the 75,000 students that are now 

being bused to their assigned school.  
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 These data further indicate that 65 percent of the students who are mandatorily 

assigned to suburban schools are from low-income families and 89 percent are non-white. 

(52 percent are black and 27 percent are Hispanic.)      

Our analysis of the current utilization rates of the system’s 156 base schools 

indicates that only seven -- or 15 percent -- of the 46 schools with utilization rates at or 

above 100 percent enroll urban students that have been mandatorily assigned to suburban 

schools through the system’s former student assignment policy. If all these urban students 

were reassigned out of the seven over utilized schools, two of these schools would still 

have utilization rates above 100 percent and five schools would have utilization rates that 

ranged from 92 percent to 98 percent.  And if all the urban assigned students were 

reassigned out of all of the 41 suburban schools that now enroll these students, 19 of the 

suburban schools would have utilization rates below 80 percent, eight of these schools 

would have utilization rates below 60 percent, and three of these schools would have 

utilization rates that ranged from 28.6 percent to 40.3 percent.  (See Tables A7, A8, A9 

and A10 for the base elementary schools 2010-11 school year utilization rates with and 

without SES assigned students) 

These findings strongly indicate that the current overcrowding in the Wake 

County Public School System cannot be attributed solely to the assignment of urban 

students to suburban schools, and that many of these students are being assigned to 

suburban schools to help maximize building usage.  
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Part 2:  

A Long Range Choice-Based Student Assignment Plan  

For the Wake County Public School System 

 

Our analysis of the student assignment situation in the Wake County Public 

School System strongly suggests that in order to manage enrollment growth and ensure 

stability of assignment, the school board needs to adopt a multi-faceted and long-range 

choice-based student assignment plan that is practical, cost-effective to implement, and 

fair to all students. 

This long-range student assignment plan should ensure that all parents are 

provided an equal opportunity to have their children attend a school that is close to their 

home. Once enrolled, no students should be mandatorily reassigned to another school, 

and it should ensure that no students would be educationally or structurally disadvantaged 

because of where they happen to reside. The new plan should also promote school 

environments that facilitate student achievement. It should allow for site selection and 

construction of new schools needed to accommodate the system’s future enrollment 

growth.  

While this plan would allow parents to choose the schools they want their 

children to attend, the range of choices will be subject to the continuation and potential 

improvement of the system’s transportation efficiency. 

To accomplish these goals, we have drafted the following long-range student 

assignment plan for the Wake County Public School System that incorporates the guiding 

principles of stability, choice, proximity, and student achievement. 
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School Choice Administrative Areas 
 
 

Our analysis of the size and numerous communities that encompass the Wake 

County Public School System strongly suggests that an effective and equitable choice-

based student assignment plan would best be implemented within a geographic and 

administrative framework that organized the system into three equivalent and contiguous 

K-12 school-choice areas.  This determination was made by applying the following 

criteria to the system’s existing node-based attendance boundaries, which were used as a 

starting point for drawing the proposed school-choice areas.   Therefore, to the extent 

practical and without gerrymandering the system: 

 
• Each area should have a similar number of students at each educational level. 
 
• Each area should have an adequate distribution of elementary schools, middle 

schools, and high schools.  
 

• Each area should have a total Annual Campus Capacity that is sufficient to 
accommodate all of the K-12 students that currently reside in each area.  

 
• Each area should have enough sites to build the new schools that will be 

needed to accommodate its projected future resident-student enrollment 
growth over the next 10 years and beyond. 

 
• Each area should incorporate the system’s existing student transportation 

routes and facilitate the continuation and improvement of the system’s 
transportation efficiency. 

 
• Each area should have a diverse resident student population that is comparable 

to the demographic composition of the system’s total student population. 
 
• Each area should have a similar number of traditional and year-round calendar 

schools and each area should ensure that students would continue to have 
access to magnet schools. 
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• Each area should have students of varying achievement levels, and no area 

should have a disproportionate number of students who are most at risk of not 
meeting the system’s achievement standards. 

 
 

By applying the above criteria and making some slight changes to the existing high 

school attendance boundaries, we were able to subdivide the system into three 

comparable and contiguous school-choice areas.  The adoption of these three areas in 

conjunction with the implementation of this plan’s proposed school choice assignment 

procedures, which are described in detail below, would ensure that no students would be 

educationally or structurally disadvantaged because of where they happen to reside in the 

Wake County Public School System. 

As shown in Map 1 and documented in Appendix B of this report the comparable 

features of the three proposed school choice areas are as follows: 

 
Suburban and Urban Communities  
 

• Area 1 encompasses the communities of Wake Forest, Rolesville, Zebulon, 
Wendell, North Raleigh and parts of East Raleigh and Knightdale. (See Area 1 
nodes in Table B-1.) 

 
• Area 2 encompasses the communities of Holly Springs, Fuquay-Varina, 

Garner and parts of Southeast Raleigh, Knightdale and East Wake. (See Area 
2 nodes Table B-2.) 

 
• Area 3 encompasses the communities of Apex, Cary, Morrisville, West 

Raleigh, Central Raleigh and a section of Southeast Raleigh. (See Area 3 
nodes Table B-3.) 

 
Schools 
 

• Area 1 has a total of 53 schools that includes 35 elementary schools, 10 
middle schools, and 8 high schools: East Wake, Heritage, Leesville Road, 
Millbrook, Sanderson, Wake Early College, Wake Forest-Rolesville and 
Wakefield. (See Tables B-4, B-5 and B-6.) 
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• Area 2 has a total of 45 schools that includes 29 elementary schools, 9 middle 
schools, and 7 high schools: Enloe, Fuquay-Varina, Garner, Holly Springs, 
Knightdale, Middle Creek and Southeast Raleigh. (See Tables B-4, B-5 and 
B-6.) 

 
• Area 3 has a total of 58 schools that includes 39 elementary schools, 13 

middle schools, and 6 high schools: Apex, Athens Drive, Cary, Green Hope, 
Broughton and Panther Creek. (See Tables B-4, B-5 and B-6.) 

 
Magnet Elementary Schools 
 

• Area 1 has 6 elementary magnets: Brentwood, Brooks, Douglas, Millbrook, 
Wendell, and Zebulon. (See Table B-4.) 

 
• Area 2 has 6 elementary magnets: Bugg, Fuller, Hunter, Poe, Powell, and 

Smith. (See Table B-4.)  
  

• Area 3 has 7 elementary magnets: Combs, Conn, Farmington Woods, Joyner, 
Underwood, Washington, and Wiley. (See Table B-4.) 

 
 
Magnet Middle Schools  
 

• Area 1 has 2 middle school magnets: East Millbrook and Zebulon. (See Table 
B-5.) 

 
• Area 2 has 3 middle school magnets: Carnage, East Garner and Ligon. (See 

Table B-5.) 
. 

• Area 3 has 3 middle school magnets: Centennial, Martin and Moore Square. 
(See Table B-5.) 

•  
 
Magnet High Schools  
 
 

• The system’s five magnet schools are located as follows: Area 1- Millbrook 
and Wake Early College and Area 2 – Enloe, Garner and Southeast Raleigh. 
(See Table B-5.) 

 
• Although Area 3 does not contain a magnet high school, the students who 

reside in Area 3, as well as other areas, would continue to have access to the 
system’s district-wide magnet high schools under the new choice-based 
student assignment plan. 
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Year-Round Schools 
 

• The number of year-round calendar schools in each area is: Area 1 (18), Area 
2 (22), and Area 3 (15). (See Tables B-4 and B-5.) 

 
Total Resident Students 
 

• According to the Growth and Planning Department’s K-12 node-level data for 
the 2010-11 school year, the system’s 143,586 students are similarly 
distributed among the three areas as follows: Area 1- 48,921 (34.1%), Area 2 - 
46,696  (32.5%), and Area 3 - 47,969 (33.4%). (See Table B-7.) 

 
• Table B-7 also indicates that the system’s students are similarly distributed by 

educational level: 
 

Elementary students:  System 69,415 - Area 1 (33.4%), Area 2 (32.6%), and 
Area 3 (34.0%). 
 
Middle School students: System 32,726 - Area 1 (33.8%), Area 2 (33.2%), 
and Area 3 (33.0%).  
 
High School students: System 41,445 - Area 1 (35.5%), Area 2 (31.8%), and   
Area 3 (32.7%). 

 
Resident Students Demographics 
 

• Percentage of low-income students receiving a free or reduced price meal: 
System (30.2%) - Area 1 (30.6%), Area 2 (38.7%), and Area 3 (21.4%). (See 
Table B-8.) 

 
• Percentage of non low-income students: System (69.8%) - Area 1 (69.4%), 

Area 2 (61.3%), and Area 3 (78.6%). %). (See Table B-8.) 
 

• Percentage of Limited English Proficient students: System (7.9%) - Area 1 
(7.8%), Area 2 (8.6%), Area 3 (7.2%). (See Table B-9.) 

 
• Percentage of special education students with an Individual Education Plan: 

System (12.3%) – Area 1 (11.8%), Area 2 (13.8%), Area 3 (11.3%). (See 
Table B-9.) 

 
• Percentage of white students: System (49.4%) - Area 1 (50.8%), Area 2 

(41.2%), Area 3 (55.9%). (See Table B-10.) 
 

• Percentage of non-white students: System: (50.6%) – Area 1 (49.2%), Area 2 
(58.8%), and Area 3 (44.1%). (See Table B-10.) 
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Educational Diversification 
 

• Percentage of resident students enrolled in the Academically Gifted Program: 
System: (18.1%) – Area 1 (17.2%), Area 2 (13.4%), and Area 3 (23.6 %). 
(See Table B-11.) 

 
• Percentage of resident students choice assigned to a magnet school: 

System: (8.1%) – Area 1 (8.7%), Area 2 (7.9 %), and Area 3 (7.6 %). (See 
Table B-11.) 

 
• Percentage of resident students choice assigned to a year-round school: 

System: (4.8%) – Area 1 (5.4%), Area 2 (4.2 %), and Area 3 (4.8 %). (See 
Table B-11.) 

  
 
Distribution of Transition Grade Achievement Levels  
 
Grade 5 Reading Proficiency EOG Test 2008-09 SY: 
 

• Levels 3 and 4: System 74.8 percent - Area 1 (71.6%), Area 2 (70.1 %), and 
Area 3 (81.6 %). (See Table B-12.) 

 
• Levels 1 and 2: System 25.2 percent - Area 1 (28.4%), Area 2 (29.9 %), and 

Area 3 (18.4 %). (See Table B-12.) 
 
Grade 8 Reading Proficiency 
 

• Levels 3 and 4: System 76.5 percent - Area 1 (76.5%), Area 2 (69.0 %), and 
Area 3 (83.7 %). 

 
• Levels 1 and 2: System 23.5 percent - Area 1 (23.5%), Area 2 (31.0 %), and 

Area 3 (16.3 %). 
 
 
High School Graduation Rates 
 

• System: 78 percent - Area 1 (79%), Area 2 (75 %), and Area 3 (82 %). (See 
Table B-12.) 
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Annual Campus Capacities, Resident Students Utilization Rates 
And Available Seats 
 
  As noted earlier in this report, in order for this or any new student assignment 

plan to ensure stability of assignment, each area must have a total Annual Campus 

Capacity that is sufficient to accommodate all of the K-12 students that currently reside in 

each area. Each area should also have enough sites to build the new schools that will be 

needed to accommodate its projected future resident-student enrollment growth.  

According to recent Growth and Planning Department data, the system’s 156 schools 

currently have a total Annual Campus Capacity of 161,332 and an overall K-12 

membership utilization rate of 89.0%.  These data, which were compiled in October 

2010, also indicate that the system currently has a total of 17,746 available seats that 

includes 8,823 elementary seats, 5,062 middle school seats, and 3,861 high school seats. 

(See Table B-7.) 

When analyzed by area, these data indicate that Area 1 currently has a total 

Annual Campus Capacity of 55,260 and an overall K-12 membership or resident student 

utilization rate of 88.5 percent and 6,339 available seats; Area 2 has a total Annual 

Campus Capacity of 50,845 and an overall K-12 resident student utilization rate of 91.8 

percent and 4,149 available seats; and Area 3 has a total Annual Campus Capacity of 

55,227 and an overall K-12 resident student utilization rate of 86.9 percent and 7,258 

available seats. (See Table B-7.)  In light of these findings, each area currently has a total 

Annual Campus Capacity that is sufficient to accommodate all of the K-12 students that 

presently reside in each area and each area currently has a relatively sizeable number of 

available seats for its newly enrolling students. 
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Although each area does have a sufficient total Annual Campus Capacity at this 

time, analysis of these data indicates that some areas need to increase their capacity and 

available seats at certain educational levels.  The areas that are most in need of additional 

capacity are Area 2, which currently has an elementary resident-student utilization rate of 

95.3 percent and 1,118 available seats as well as a middle school resident-student 

utilization rate of 96.1 percent and 441 available seats; and Area 3 which currently has a 

high school resident student utilization rate of 103 percent and needs at least 400 

additional seats.  However, these situations should be alleviated to some extent when the 

system’s planned construction of two new elementary schools and two new middle 

schools in Area 2 and one new high school in Area 3 are completed in the future.  

While it may appear that the system currently has a sizeable number of available 

seats, analysis of the system’s projected enrollment growth strongly indicates that these 

additional seats will most likely be filled within the next four to five years.  Therefore, 

absent the system building more new schools and adopting a choice-based student 

assignment plan that will give it the flexibility to equitably and efficiently fill available 

seats, there is little if any likelihood the system’s current and future students will be 

assured a stable school assignment. 

 

New Student Assignments Procedures 
 
Grandfathering and Stability of Assignment 
 
 All students that are enrolled in the Wake County Public School System at the 

time this new plan is adopted would be allowed to remain in their assigned school until 

they complete that school’s highest grade, and none of these students would be 
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mandatorily reassigned to another school.  As a consequence of this grandfathering 

provision, the new choice-based student assignment plan would only affect students that 

need to be assigned to a school and students whose parents request that their child be 

voluntarily transferred to another school.   

School Choice Assigned Students and Stability of Assignment 

In light of the grandfathering provision, the new student assignment plan would 

be used to assign students at the system’s entry-grades, which are kindergarten for 

elementary schools, Grade 6 for middle schools and Grade 9 for high schools.   The plan 

would also assign all of the non-entry grade students who newly enroll in the system 

prior to and during the school year, as well as students applying for a voluntary school 

transfer.   

Once assigned, all of these newly assigned students would be allowed to remain 

in their choice-assigned school until they complete that school’s highest grade. None of 

these newly assigned students would be mandatorily reassigned to another school. In the 

2009-10 school year, these kinds of assignments (those entering 6th grade, those entering 

9th grade, transfer students, and new students to the system) accounted for nearly one-

third of all the students that were enrolled in the Wake County Public School System.  

New Kindergarten Assignments 

Under this plan, kindergarten assignments would be processed in accordance to a 

regularly scheduled computerized lottery assignment process that would begin in early 

winter and end in June.  The computerized lottery assignment process would be 

scheduled at six-week intervals so that parents would have sufficient time to participate 

in the application process and select their schools of choice.  This cyclical time span 
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ensures that the lotteries are processed in a timely manner and facilitates the system’s 

outreach efforts to notify and encourage all parents with newly enrolling kindergarten 

students to actively participate in the school choice kindergarten assignment process. 

After the final lottery has been conducted in June, the newly enrolling kindergarten 

students who are still entering the system would be assigned to a school of choice with 

available seats on a first-come first-served basis.   

Secondary Schools Entry-Grade Assignments 

 Under this new student assignment plan, the system’s elementary students 

transitioning from Grade 5 to Grade 6 would be automatically assigned to a middle 

school on the basis of the elementary school they are attending. In the event that parents 

did not want to have their child automatically assigned to that middle school, they could 

opt to have their child assigned to a different school through a computerized choice-based 

application and assignment process.  The same student assignment options would also be 

provided for middle school students transitioning from Grade 8 to Grade 9 in the 

system’s high schools.   

 The automatic secondary school assignment option would be implemented for 

students entering the 6th Grade by creating a cluster of several elementary schools that 

would assign their 5th Grade students to a certain middle school. The same procedure 

would be used for students entering the 9th Grade by clustering together several middle 

schools that would automatically assign their 8th Grade students to a certain high school.  

The elementary schools that would be designated to be in a particular middle school 

assignment cluster would have a combined 5th Grade enrollment that was comparable to 

that middle school’s projected 6th Grade enrollment capacity, and the same procedure 
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would be used to determine the middle schools that would be clustered together to 

automatically assign students into a certain high school.    

 These clusters of secondary feeder schools would be established in each area, and 

they would be created in a way that ensured that all of the secondary schools had an 

entry-grade enrollment of students with a similar range of achievement levels.  This 

automatic and achievement-conscious method of assigning students to secondary schools 

would provide families with predictability and continuity of assignment from 

kindergarten through Grade 12 since parents would know what secondary schools their 

children would be attending when they received their elementary school assignment.  

 This assignment methodology would also facilitate the effective utilization of 

secondary school facilities and aid student achievement since no secondary school would 

have a dissimilar enrollment of lower achieving students.  And, in the event that a family 

preferred that their child not attend the feeder middle or high school, the new student 

assignment plan would give these parents the option to have their child attend another 

secondary school of choice.  

New Walk-In Student Assignments 

 All students who newly enroll in the system during the school year would be 

assigned to a school of choice in their home-based area that has available seats for their 

Grade on a first-come, first-served basis.  In the 2009-10 school year, the Growth and 

Planning Department reported that the system enrolled 6,155 new students in grades 1-12 

prior to that school year’s 20th day enrollment count.   
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Voluntary Transfers 

 Parents who want to transfer their child to another school during the school year 

would be allowed to choose a school in their area with available seats.  However, 

experience in other school districts with controlled choice strongly suggests that these 

kinds of voluntary transfers should be limited to one per-year and should not be permitted 

after the second marking period.  

 Also under this plan, transfer opportunities would be provided to all parents who 

want their child to attend a different school in the following school year.  These “next-

school-year” transfers would be implemented through a computerized lottery application 

and assignment process that would be conducted at the end of the current school year.  

This voluntary transfer opportunity would only be carried out at the end of the school 

year so that the system could determine the number of seats that would be available in 

each school prior to the start of the new school year. 

Rank-Ordered School Choices  

The parents of all the students who are applying for a choice-based assignment 

would be allowed to select at least five schools by their own rank-order of preference.  

Guaranteed Sibling Assignments 

 All students that have an older sibling who would be enrolled in their first-choice 

school will be guaranteed an assignment to that school.    

Range of School Choices and Student Transportation Efficiency 

All parents would have a range of schools to choose from that includes the 

schools that are closest to their home and at least two magnet schools.  The range of 

school choices for elementary and middle school students would also include at least two 
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year-round calendar schools and two traditional-calendar schools, and all students would 

continue to have the option of applying to a district-wide magnet school.    

The range of schools parents would choose from will be subject to the availability 

of efficient yellow bus transportation service. And, excluding siblings who will be 

guaranteed an assignment to their first-choice school, all other choice-based assignments 

would be subject to available seats at the time a student’s application is processed. 

Magnet School Assignments 

 Under this plan, the parents of all elementary and middle school students would 

be able to select at least two magnet schools that are located in their school choice area. 

In the event a parent prefers their child attend a magnet program that is not available 

within their school choice area, the parent would be allowed to make this school one of 

their rank-ordered schools of choice.  And, as delineated earlier, all students would be 

eligible to apply for an assignment to a district-wide magnet high school.   

Non-Magnet Inter-Area Assignments 

 Although each area would have the capacity to assign all of its resident students to 

a school of choice, students would be allowed to attend a school of choice that is located 

in another area provided that this school is within walking distance or is the school that is 

nearest to their home. 

Assignments to New Schools  

 When the system opens a new school, its newly enrolling students would be 

assigned through a special school choice lottery application process.  Experience strongly 

indicates that school districts that have opened new schools and assigned students 

through a controlled choice student assignment plan have had no difficulty in filling the 
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seats in these schools.  This plan would also give the system the flexibility to give an 

assignment priority to students that would be transfering out of an overcrowded school as 

well as to students who lived nearest to the new school.  This choice-based method for 

assigning students to a new school would also ensure stability of assignment for the 

students who do not want to attend that school.  

Available Entry-Grade Seats 

 Prior to the start of the early kindergarten lottery application process, the system 

would determine and publicize the maximum number of kindergarten students that could 

be enrolled in each elementary school the following school year. The total number of 

kindergarten seats in each area must be sufficient to accommodate all of the kindergarten 

students, including LEP and IP students that are projected to enroll in each area.   The 

same process would be carried out for determining the maximum entry-grade enrollment 

capacity of each area’s secondary schools and this determination would be made prior to 

the automatic assignment of each area’s newly enrolling 6th and 9th Grade students.  

Available Seats for Walk-In Assignments and Voluntary Transfers 

 As discussed above, at the end of the school year, the system would determine the 

number of seats that are available or unassigned in each school by area, grade and 

program for the next school year.  These available seats, which would be updated on a 

daily basis, would be choice-assigned to students who newly enroll in the system prior to 

and throughout the new school year on a first-come first-served basis, and they would be 

choice-assigned to students requesting to be voluntarily transferred to another school.   
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The above procedures for determining and identifying the available seats that would be 

annually assigned to the groups described above will ensure the efficient utilization of 

school facilities and will provide stability of assignment for all students.      

 

School Choice Lottery Assignment Priorities 

 The following assignment priorities would be granted during every computerized 

lottery application and assignment process: 

1. Siblings who are eligible for a guaranteed first-choice school assignment will 

be assigned before any non-sibling applicants are assigned to that school. 

2. Students who reside within a travel-distance of 1.5 miles of their first-choice 

school would be assigned before any applicants who reside beyond this travel-

distance are assigned to that school. 

3. Students who do not reside within a travel-distance of 1.5 miles of any school 

that they are eligible to attend would be given a first-choice school assignment 

priority to the school that is nearest to their home.  

4. Students whose nearest school is severely overcrowded would be given a first-

choice school assignment priority to the school that is nearest to their home 

that is not severely overcrowded.  For purposes of this assignment priority, a 

severely overcrowded school is a school that has an enrollment utilization rate 

that is at or above 125 percent at the time the student applies for a choice-

based assignment. 
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5. Students whose nearest schools are magnet schools and their parents prefer 

that they attend a non-magnet school would be given an assignment priority to 

their first-choice non-magnet school. 

6. Students who do not qualify for any of the above assignment priorities would 

be given an assignment priority to their first-choice school when it would 

promote achievement level-equivalency in that school. 

 

The above first-choice school assignment priorities could also be extended to all 

of the applicant’s rank-ordered schools of choice. 

 

Computerized Lottery Assignment Algorithm 

 In order to ensure the integrity and objectivity of the school choice application 

and assignment process, experience strongly recommends that a transparent computerized 

lottery assignment algorithm that is comprehensible to all parents be used.  Experience in 

other school districts that have had a long and successful history of implementing 

effective controlled choice student assignment plans suggests that the following points-

based algorithm could be effectively employed in the Wake County Public School 

System: 

Random Number: A unique random number would be computer generated for 

each school-choice applicant. The numbers that would be randomly generated to each 

applicant would be based on the total number of applicants that were “batched” together 

to form the applicant pool.  For example, if there were 1,000 applicants in a kindergarten 

“batch” assignment cycle, the applicants would be given a random number from one to 
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1,000.  And once issued, an applicant’s random number would represent the number of 

“base points” that an applicant has towards being assigned to a school of choice.  The 

algorithm would also be programmed to give applicants additional points that would be 

added on to their random number if the applicant were eligible for the following 

assignment priorities that were described above.  Under this algorithm, applicants that 

have the highest points would be assigned before applicants with fewer points. 

 

Assignment Priorities and Additional Points: 

• Priority 1: Sibling applicants who are eligible for a guaranteed first-choice 
school assignment: Random Number + 6,000,000 Points. 

 
• Priority 2: Non-sibling applicants who reside within a travel-distance of 1.5 

miles of their first-choice school: Random Number + 5,000,000 Points  
 

• Priority 3: Non-sibling applicants who do not reside within a travel-distance 
of 1.5 miles of any school and select the school that is nearest to their home as 
their first-choice: Random Number + 4,000,000 Points. 

 
• Priority 4: Non-sibling applicants whose nearest school is severely 

overcrowded and select the school that is nearest to their home that is not 
severely overcrowded as their first-choice school: Random Number + 
3,000,000 Points. 

 
• Priority 5: Non-sibling applicants whose nearest schools are magnet schools 

and their parents prefer that they attend a non-magnet first-choice school: 
Random Number + 2,000,000 Points. 

 
• Priority 6. Non-sibling applicants who do not qualify for any of the above 

assignment priorities and would promote achievement level-diversity in their 
first-choice school when it benefited that school: Random Number + 
1,000,000 Points. 

 
• Applicants who are not eligible for any of the above assignment priorities 

would not be given any additional points: Random Number 
 
The above assignment priorities and the additional points that are applied to the 

applicants’ random number could be extended to all of the applicants rank-ordered 
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schools of choice. Once an applicant has been assigned to a school of choice the 

applicant cannot be bumped out of their assigned school by an applicant who has a 

lesser applied random number. 

 

Allocating Seats for Assignments 

 Prior to conducting a lottery assignment process, the system administrator would 

determine the percentage of students in the applicant pool who qualified for the sibling 

(Priority 1) and the 1.5 miles (Priority 2) assignment priorities.  Once this figure was 

calculated it would be used to determine the proportion of seats that would be made 

available to these highest priority applicants in each school, and it would also determine 

the proportion of seats that would be made available to all of the other applicants that 

were not eligible for a Priority 1 or Priority 2 assignment. 

    This procedure will ensure that there are sufficient seats to accommodate the 

Priorities 1 and 2 applicants in each school and it would also ensure that there would be 

sufficient seats for all of the other applicants in each school.  This procedure is inherently 

fair and in the event that all of the Priority 1 and 2 seats are not filled, these unassigned 

seats would be made available to the other applicants who are equally worthy of being 

assigned to their particular schools of choice. 

Allocating Kindergarten Seats for At-Risk Students  

The early identification of children who are most at-risk of not performing to their 

fullest potential when they enter elementary school is a key component of this new 

student assignment plan.  Therefore, when parents register their child for kindergarten, 

the system should make an informed and research-based determination as to the school 
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readiness of each child.   This would be facilitated by requesting that parents provide 

information about their child’s pre-school experience and their own educational 

attainment level when they register their child for a school of choice assignment.   

Research strongly suggests that children who did not attend an early childhood or 

pre-school program and are being raised in a single parent household by a parent who has 

only attained a high school diploma or has not completed high school is often most at risk 

of under-performing when they enter elementary school.  This situation is especially 

acute when the child is also from a low-income household, for children who are limited 

English proficient, and for children who have a diagnosed learning disability. 

Therefore in order to ensure that these “at risk” children are given an equal 

opportunity to learn, system administrator would make a determination as to the number 

of at-risk kindergarten applicants that are in the applicant pool of each “batch” 

application cycle, and based on this determination a proportionate number of seats would 

be allocated in each school for these students.       

Allocating Seats for Magnet Schools Assignments 

 To ensure that the magnet schools have available seats for students who do not 

reside near to these schools, the system should allocate a percentage of each magnet 

school’s available seats for these students.  This can be accomplished by determining the 

percentage of students that are assigned to a magnet school by choice under the system’s 

current student assignment plan.  Available data indicates that approximately 40 percent 

of the students currently enrolled in the system’s magnet schools are assigned by choice 

and about 60 percent are assigned to a magnet because it is their base school. 
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Equal Access to Non-Magnet Schools 

 To ensure that students whose closest schools are magnet schools have an equal 

opportunity to attend a non-magnet school of choice, the range of schools that the parents 

of these students have to choose from would include at least two non-magnet schools. 

Waiting List Assignments 

 Waiting Lists would be established after every lottery assignment cycle is 

completed.  Students who are not assigned to their first-choice school would be placed on 

a waiting list for that school and a separate waiting list would also be provided for 

students who were not assigned to their second-choice school.  A student’s placement on 

a waiting list would be determined by the applied random number they received in the 

computerized lottery assignment process. Students would be assigned from the wait list 

according to the highest to lowest numeric sequence of the wait listed students’ applied 

random numbers. 

Experience in other controlled choice school districts strongly recommends that 

wait lists should only be maintained until the end of the first-marking period and that 

parents who turn down an offer to have their child assigned to one of their rank-ordered 

schools of their choice should be removed from the wait list.  

Change of Address 

 Students who change their home address during the school year should be allowed 

to remain in that school until they complete that school’s highest grade.  However, in the 

event that the system can no longer provide efficient transportation services to a student 

that has changed their home address, the student’s family would be responsible for 
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transporting their child or the family could request that their child be transferred to school 

within walking distance of their home or to another school that their child could be 

efficiently transported to.  

Parent Information and Engagement 

 To ensure that all parents have equal access to the information they need to make 

an informed decision about the schools they prefer, and to ensure that all parents 

understand and participate in the school choice application process, the system must be 

committed to parent information and engagement.  Experience in school districts with 

controlled choice plans that have made this commitment strongly suggests that this can 

be accomplished in the Wake County Public School System. A broad-based and parent-

centered community task force must be convened to identify the kinds of information 

parents will need in order to effectively participate in school choice and the ways through 

which parents would have equal access to this information.  The task force should be 

convened in a timely manner after the plan has been adopted and it should visit and 

confer with school districts that have effective parent information and family resource 

centers.   

Targeted School Improvement 

 With the implementation of this long-range choice-based student assignment plan, 

the system and the whole community will quickly discover the schools that most parents 

want their children to attend and the schools most parents prefer their children not attend.  

This information will become available at the end of each school choice lottery 

application period, and will be indicated by the schools that were most chosen by parents 

and the schools that were least chosen.   
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Experience in school districts with controlled choice student assignment plans 

strongly suggests the schools that receive the most parental choices, and especially the 

schools that are attracting parents from various diversity groups, are schools that should 

be studied to find out what makes these schools so attractive. And, the schools that are 

least chosen, especially if they are chronically being under-chosen over a period of 

several years, are schools that should be targeted for school improvement measures.  By 

targeting and improving the schools that are least chosen, the system would not only be 

making these schools more attractive to parents, it will also be enhancing the whole 

school system by ensuring that all of its schools are truly schools of choice. 
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Part 3 

Implementation 

School Choice and Transportation Efficiency 

 As discussed in Part 2, the parents of students who need to be assigned to a school 

or parents who want their child to transfer to a different school would be allowed to select 

at least five schools by their own rank-order of preference. The range of schools they 

choose from will be subject to the continued delivery of efficient student transportation 

services.  

 Experience in other controlled choice school districts, and our assessment of the 

likely impact this plan’s proximity-based assignment priorities would have on parental 

choice, strongly suggest transportation services can be efficiently provided in the Wake 

County Public School System by giving all parents a choice of the 10 elementary schools, 

five middle schools and five high schools nearest to their home. The range of choices for 

elementary and middle school parents includes the two magnet schools, the two year-

round schools and the two traditional schools that are nearest to their home. 

Experience in other controlled choice school districts also demonstrates that the 

grandfathering of students who are already enrolled in the WCPSS will ensure the 

continued transportation efficiency of these students to their assigned schools, which 

includes existing transportation routes designed to efficiently transport students to the 

system’s district-wide magnet high schools.  

Our transportation assessment, which is set forth and discussed in detail below, 

further indicates that implementation of this plan has the potential of reducing the cost of 

yellow bus transportation by enabling more students to attend schools closer to home.                
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Transportation Assessment 
 

The WCPSS has a comprehensive and effective transportation system currently in 

place that fares well in comparison to the rest of North Carolina’s school districts: 

• WCPSS had one of the shortest average morning ride times for students in the 

state at 17 minutes in 2009-10 school year, ranking 10th in the state1. 

• In 2009-2010 students traveled an average of 4.15 miles to school1. 

Assessing the impact a controlled choice plan would have on transportation requires 

finding metrics that can be derived from existing data and applied to a controlled-choice 

forecast of student distribution.  The data available for this analysis include center of 

node to school distances, resident enrollment by node and grade level, current base 

school assignment and current school of attendance.  Thus, the basis for evaluating 

potential transportation impact will be to draw conclusions from assessment of center-of-

node to school distances and how controlled choice plans impact overall distances, 

comparatively. 

Base School Assignments 
 

We begin by analyzing the current center-of-node to school distances for base 

school assignments in the 2010-11 school year currently in place for elementary, middle 

and high school levels.  The average center-of-node to base school distance for each 

student is 3.84 miles.  Table 1 presents the average center-of-node to base school 

distances by school level. 
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Table 1. Average Center-of-Node to Base School Distances by School Level. 

Level 
Average 
Distance 

Elementary  3.05 
Middle School 4.51 
High School 4.62 

 
Our next analysis looks at where the base schools fall in the rank of schools by 

distance for each node.  Thus, the mean represents the average rank (in terms of center-

of-node to school distance) of the current base school assignments.   

 
Table 2. Base School Assignments Distance Rank. 

 

Level 

Average 
Distance 

Rank of Base 
School 

Minimum 
Distance Rank 
of Base School  

Maximum 
Distance Rank 
of Base School 

Percent of 
Nodes When 
Base School 

is Closest 
Elementary  5.2 1 85 50.5% 
Middle School 3.0 1 23 52.3% 
High School 2.1 1 15 61.1% 
 
At the elementary school level this means that nodes are currently assigned, on average, 

the 5th closest school as their base school with only 50.5 percent (656) of nodes with base 

assignments that are the closest school2. 

 
Current Student Assignments 
 

Next, we look at center-of-node to school distances for the schools students are 

attending in the 2010-11 school year.  The average center-of-node to current school of 

attendance distances for each student is 4.33 miles.  Table 3 presents the average center-

of-node to current school of attendance distances by school level. 
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Table 3. Average Center-of-Node to Current School of Attendance Distances by School 
Level. 

Level 
Average 
Distance 

Elementary  3.71 
Middle School 4.93 
High School 4.88 

 
We further found that the current assignments have students from a particular node 

attending 6.99 elementary schools, 3.92 middle schools, and 3.28 high schools on 

average (see Table 4).  For example, at the elementary school level this ranges from 

nodes, like node 326.0, which sends 32 elementary students to only 1 school, Brassfield 

Elementary (a distance of 10.1 miles), to nodes, like node 234.2, which sends 252 

students to 25 schools (ranging in distance from 4.1 miles to 15.5 miles, average 5.81 

miles). 

 
Table 4. Average Number of Schools Attended by Node Population 

 

Level 
Average Number 

of Schools Per 
Node 

 Percent of Nodes 
with 1 School of 

Attendance 

 Percent of Nodes 
with > 4 Schools of 

Attendance 
Elementary  6.99 6.4% 69.5% 
Middle School 3.92 10.5% 34.7% 
High School 3.28 16.9% 24.5% 

 
On average, students attend the 5th closest school to their node.  Ranking the schools by 

distance we find in Table 5 that elementary students are attending the 8th closest school, 

on average, ranging from the closest school to the 103rd closest school.  Meanwhile 

middle and high school students are attending almost the 4th and 3rd closest school on 

average, respectively.  Fifty-three percent of students are attending their closest school.  

Table 5 further breaks this down by school level. 
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Table 5. Current School Assignments Distance Rank. 
 

Level 

Average 
Distance Rank 

of School 
Attended 

Minimum 
Distance Rank of 
School Attended 

Maximum 
Distance Rank of 
School Attended 

Percent of 
Students 

Attending Closest 
School 

Elementary  8.1 1 103 57.0% 
Middle School 3.7 1 32 43.2% 
High School 2.8 1 21 54.7% 

 
Another important factor when assessing transportation is to determine the number of 

students living in the walk zone, less than 1.5 miles from the school.  21.3 percent of 

students are currently attending a school that is less than 1.5 miles from the center of their 

residing node3.  Table 6 shows the percentages of students whose node center is within 

1.5 miles of the current school of attendance. 

 
Table 6. Percent of Students Attending Schools within a Walk Zone (1.5 miles). 

Level 
Percent of 

Students 
Elementary  30.9% 
Middle School 13.1% 
High School 11.9% 

 
Controlled-Choice Models 
 

To compare current student assignments to the choice model we had to first 

determine how students would distribute across the choices.  To this end we investigated 

two distributions:  even and Fibonacci.  First we look at evenly distributing students from 

a given node across the node’s available choice schools.  In the 10-5-5 Choice Model 

with guaranteed two magnets and two year-round schools this would translate into a node 

with 100 elementary students being evenly distributed to the 10 elementary choices; 10 

students to each school.  Based on previous implementations of controlled choice we 
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know that an even distribution is highly unlikely, but such an analysis serves as a valid 

reference point.  Table 7 shows the center-of-node to choice schools distances by school 

level.  If students evenly distributed themselves across available choices an elementary 

student would travel 4.84 miles, middle school 6.84 miles, and high school 7.7 miles, on 

average.  The average distance (center-of-node to choice school) for all students would be 

6.12 miles.   

 
Table 7. Average Center-of-Node to Choice Schools Distances by School Level (Even 

Distribution). 
 

Level 
Average 
Distance 

Elementary  4.84 
Middle School 6.84 
High School 7.70 

 
This is notably higher than the current student assignments.  Since we know that students 

are likely to distribute themselves across the choice schools skewed towards closer 

schools we also investigated such a distribution.  To this end we use a reversed Fibonacci 

sequence (i.e., 55, 34, 21, 13, 8, 5, 3, 2, 1, 1) to create a rank-size distribution where the 

greatest proportion of students attend the highest ranked (closest) school with a predicted 

degradation for subsequently ranked schools.  Using this sequence Figure 1 depicts the 

distribution of students across choice schools by distance rank (closest to farthest).  38.46 

percent of students from each node are distributed to the closest choice school, 23.78 

percent are distributed to the 2nd closest school, 14.69 percent to the 3rd closest school, 

and so on.  Therefore, this distribution forecasts 62.24 percent of students attending the 

1st or 2nd closest school. 
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Figure 1. Reverse Fibonacci Distribution across Choice Schools 





















         

 
 

This distribution results in a more realistic distribution in which most students opt to 

choose schools that are closer to their home.  In addition to assuming this distribution of 

students we analyze distances based on the entire student population making choices for 

the sake of comparison.  Note that matriculation of grandfathered students would not 

happen for six years at the elementary level, three years at the middle school level, and 

four years at the high school level.  Thus, we analyze the results of each student having 

had the opportunity to make choices. 

In the 10-5-5 Choice Model with guaranteed two magnets and two year-round schools 

with the above assumptions and distribution students would travel (center-of-node to 

school) an average of 4.09 miles, a difference of .24 miles.  Table 8 shows the average 

center-of-node to school distances for students by school level. 
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Table 8. Average Center-of-Node to Choice Schools Distances by School Level 
(Fibonacci Distribution). 

Level 
Average 
Distance 

Elementary  3.08 
Middle School 4.57 
High School 5.40 

 
Table 9 demonstrates the differences in center-of-node to school distances 

between the current student assignments and the 10-5-5 Choice Model with guaranteed 

two magnets and two year-round schools assuming the reverse Fibonacci distribution. 

 
Table 9. Differences in Average Center-of-Node to School Distances by School Level 
(Fibonacci Distribution). 

Level 
Current 

Assignment 
Average Distance 

10-5-5 Choice 
Model Average 

Distance Difference 
Elementary  3.71 3.08 -0.63 
Middle School 4.93 4.57 -0.36 
High School 4.88 5.40 +0.52 

 
If we take these differences and multiply them by two  (for AM and PM travel) and then 

multiply them by the student population we find the resulting daily changes in center-of-

node to school distances found in Table 10. 

 
 
 
 
 

Table 10. Daily Distance Changes with the 10-5-5 Choice Model. 
 

Level 

Average 
Student 

Distance 
Difference Population 

District Daily 
Difference 

District 
Annual 

Difference 
Elementary  -0.63 69,140 -87,116 -15,680,952 
Middle School -0.36 32,742 -23,574 -4,243,363 
High School +0.52 41,407 +43,063 +7,751,390 
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From Table 10 we notice a total district daily savings of 67,627 miles.  Multiplying by a 

180-day school year the district would have an annual savings of 12,172,925 miles (once 

matriculation has occurred and assuming the reverse Fibonacci distribution is an accurate 

representation of choice). 

 
The district may incur further transportation savings through increases in students 

attending schools located within walk zones.  Assuming the same reverse Fibonacci 

distribution as above 35.1 percent of students will likely choose a school located within a 

walk zone.  This is an increase of 13.7 percent or nearly 20,000 students.  Table 11 

highlights the potential increases in walk zone school attendance with the 10-5-5 Choice 

Model with guaranteed two magnets and two year-round schools. 

 
Table 11. Differences in Percent of Students Attending Schools within Walk Zones (1.5 

miles). 
 

Level 

Current Percent 
of Students 

Attending a Walk 
Zone School 

Percent of Students 
likely to Choose a 

Walk Zone School in 
the 10-5-5 Choice 

Model  
Student 

Difference 
Elementary  30.9% 52.2% +14,727 
Middle School 13.1% 24.1% +3,609 
High School 11.9% 15.0% +1,277 

 
 
 
 
 
Summary of Results 
 

In short, our findings suggest that a controlled-choice model providing students 

with 10 elementary, five middle, and five high schools with a guarantee of two magnet 

schools at each level and two year-round schools at the elementary and middle level will 
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not be a likely burden on transportation.  In fact, based on the simulated model 

implementation using a reverse Fibonacci sequence to distribute students across choice 

schools, there is ample evidence to suggest that transportation costs would likely be 

reduced.  We find that significant decreases in center-of-node to school distances occur 

compared to current center-of-node to school distances traveled by students today.  

Additionally, our forecasted distribution skews student choice towards schools that are 

closer to their resident nodes increasing the likelihood that students will choose schools 

that are closer than current school assignments and increase the student population 

residing within a walk zone of their school of choice. 

Implementation Timeline 

 Controlled choice plans have been effectively implemented in school districts 

throughout the United States since the early 1980s.  In light of this experience, this 

proposed long-range choice-based student assignment can be effectively initiated in the 

Wake County Public School System for the start of the 2012-13 school year.  This 

timeline gives the system nineteen months to take the following actions that are necessary 

to ensure an orderly, family-friendly, and educationally sound transition into its new 

choice-based student assignment plan.  

Review and Ratification:  The rationale and essential features of this plan can readily 

and thoroughly be reviewed by the system over the remaining months of the 2010-11 

school year.  The review process should be open to parents, students, teachers, principals, 

administrators, community groups and all others who have an interest in the future well 

being of Wake County Public School System.  The plan’s guiding principles of stability, 

choice, proximity and achievement – and the transparent details of its key features –  
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provides the opportunity to conduct an inclusive and constructive review process that 

should yield a consensus on the kind of choice-based student assignment plan that would 

be practicable, flexible, cost-effective to implement and fair to all students and their 

families.  If effectively managed, this review process should enable the school board to 

adopt the new plan in June 2011.  

Operational Planning:  A critical component of the review process will be the 

administrators’ assessment of the implementability of the new plan.   Given their 

experience in managing choice assignments to magnet schools, year-rounds and 

voluntary transfers, administrators are well qualified to develop an operational plan to 

coordinate the implementation of the choice-based assignments described in this plan.  

Experience in other school districts that have effectively implemented controlled choice 

plans recommends that the operational plan address the following kinds of assignments: 

• Grandfathering and Voluntary Transfers: Under this plan all students who are 

enrolled in the system when the plan is adopted will be allowed to remain in the 

school they are assigned to in the 2011-12 school year until they complete that 

school’s highest grade.  In light of this grandfathering provision, which should 

greatly facilitate the effective implementation of this plan, administrators will 

need to establish a time-period for giving those parents who do not want their 

child to be grandfathered an opportunity to transfer to different school for the 

2012-13 school year.  Experience recommends that applications for these 

voluntary transfers should be accepted in May 2012 and that a computerized 

lottery transfer-assignment process should be conducted in a timely manner in 
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June so that these parents would know what school their child would be attending 

in the 2012-13 school year.     

• Kindergarten Lottery Assignments:  As discussed earlier in this report, newly 

enrolling kindergarten students would be assigned to an elementary school 

through a computerized lottery application and assignment process that should be 

scheduled at six-week intervals beginning in January 2012 and ending in June 

2012 for the 2012-13 school year.  The operational details that need to be 

addressed by administrators include: preparing the necessary school-choice 

application forms and creating an online kindergarten registration and schools of 

choice application system; determining the number of kindergarten seats that will 

be made available in each elementary school; designing and testing the 

computerized assignment algorithm; and creating parent information and schools 

of choice application centers in each area. 

• Walk-In Kindergarten Assignments: Under this plan, students who do not 

participate in the computerized lottery assignment process would be assigned to a 

school of choice with available seats on a first-come first-served basis.  These so-

called walk-in assignments would be processed by the system’s parent 

information and schools of choice application centers that should be conveniently 

located in each area. 

• Secondary Schools Entry-Grade Automatic Assignments:  In order to facilitate 

the effective implementation of this plan’s automatic assignments for students 

enrolling the system’s secondary schools’ entry-grades, administrators need to 

develop a process that will identify the elementary schools that will be clustered 
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together to feed their Grade 5 students into a middle school, and the middle 

schools that will be clustered together to feed their Grade 8 students into a high 

school. The clustering process would be carried out in accordance to the capacity 

utilization and achievement-level criteria that has been set forth in Part 2 of this 

plan, and it should be completed in a timely and transparent manner so that the 

automatic assignments can be made in April 2012 or sooner for the 2012-13 

school year.  

•  Secondary Schools Choice-Based Assignments:  As discussed in Part 2 of this 

plan, parents of entry-grade students who do not want their child to be 

automatically assigned to a secondary school would have the option to participate 

in a computerized secondary schools lottery application and assignment process. 

These applications should be processed within one-month after the students have 

received their automatic assignments so that parents would know what schools 

had available seats.  Experience further recommends that administrators should 

implement the secondary schools entry-grade lottery assignments in a timely 

manner so that these parents and students would know what school they would be 

attending in the 2012-13 school year.  

• Newly Enrolling Walk-In Student Assignments:  Under this plan, all students 

who newly enroll in the system during the school year would be assigned to a 

school of choice with available seats on a first-come first served bases.  These so-

called walk-in assignments would be processed at the newly enrolling students’ 

area parent information center.  To facilitate these new student assignments, 
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administrators need to ensure that the system’s available seats are confirmed on a 

daily basis. 

Parent Information and Engagement:  A key component of this plan is making sure all 

parents have equal access to the information they need to make informed decisions and 

ensuring all parents understand and participate in the school choice application process.  

As discussed in Part 2, this can be accomplished in the Wake County Public School 

System by convening a broad-based and parent-centered community task force that 

would identify the kinds of information parents will need in order to select the schools 

they prefer their children attend and the outreach efforts that will be provided to all 

parents.  Under this plan, the task force would be created within one month after the plan 

is adopted and it would make recommendations pertaining to the location and 

organization of the system’s parent information and school choice application centers.  

 

 

Monitoring: All aspects pertaining to the implementation of this plan should be 

thoroughly monitored on an ongoing basis.  Experience strongly recommends that this 

can best be done by the appointment of an independent monitoring committee that would 

make quarterly reports to the school board.  Continuous and objective analysis of the 

controlled choice plan is required in order to ensure the optimization of the plan’s effect 

on stability, choice, proximity and achievement.   

 














































