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Student Dispersion and Community Cohesion: A Focus on Non-Enrolled Families 
within the John M. Smyth School Catchment Area 

 
INTRODUCTION 

 
Many urban neighborhoods struggle with finding ways of creating cohesive local 
communities given the movement away from neighborhood schools that served 
the majority of a neighborhood’s children under one institutional umbrella. One 
criticism of current school choice mechanisms is that they tend to disperse 
communities so that children no longer go to school with others from their 
neighborhood, and that this negatively affects children, families, schools, and the 
neighborhood.  
 
In Boston, the extreme dispersion of a neighborhood’s families that school choice 
can create was documented (Ebbert & Ulmanu, 2011). In their examination of one 
block in Boston, 19 children attended 15 different schools. The community 
cohesion consequences were noted by Boston’s mayor Menino’s January 2012 
State of the City address: “Pick any street. A dozen children probably attend a 
dozen different schools. Parents might not know each other; children might not 
play together. They can’t carpool, or study for the same tests. We won’t have the 
schools our kids deserve until we build school communities that serve them well.” 
 
Such dispersion of neighborhood children has steadily increased in Chicago as the 
options for public school choice have expanded. Nearly all of the 100 elementary 
schools opened between 2000 and 2014 have citywide boundaries and admit 
students via lottery, this is coupled with the closing of 102 elementary schools 
with neighborhood boundaries (Lutton, 2014). In 2000, 74% of Chicago’s 
elementary kids went to their assigned neighborhood school, compared to 62% in 
2014. Focusing on Smyth (the neighborhood elementary school that serves the 
target community that is being examined in this report), in the 2014-2015 
academic year, only 37% of the children residing within Smyth’s attendance 
boundary were enrolled, down from 68% in the 2001-2002 academic year.  
 
Parents are beginning to push back against the idea that opting out of the 
neighborhood school is the only way to ensure that their children will get a good 
education, and instead a few are begining to advocate for children’s right to a 
high quality neighborhood school (Ebbert & Ulmanu, 2011; Lutton, 2014). 
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Furthermore, because there are not enough seats in high performing choice-
schools families experience substantial competition and inequality in access to 
public resources, and must contend with resentment among neighbors as some 
get access to preferred schools while others believe their children are being “left 
behind.” 
 
To preview the findings presented in this brief report, 105 parents with children 
under age 18 that live within Smyth’s catchment boundary but are not enrolled in 
Smyth completed a survey about their housing and school choices and 
experiences. The findings show that parents are deeply dissatisfied with the 
barriers that the dispersion of their children across many schools creates for 
community cohesion, and reported that they would prefer to send their children 
to their neighborhood school. However, the only information that they have is 
based on a Chicago Public School (CPS) ranking system that brands their 
neighborhood school as a “failing school.” Parents report not having the 
information that would allow them to make an educated judgment about the 
quality of instruction and programming offered at their neighborhood school. 
Therefore, their only option, as a “responsible parent,” is to opt out of the 
neighborhood school and hope to win a ticket into one of CPS’s Tier 1 choice-
schools, pay for private school, or move to the suburbs.  
 
Role of Neighborhood Schools in Building Community Cohesion 
 
Strong neighborhoods build strong schools, but one important facet of building 
strong neighborhoods is having children attend school with their neighbors 
(Driscoll, 2001). Families get to know one another and build strong ties through 
routine activities of walking children to school, volunteering in the classroom, and 
chaperoning field trips. As parents invest in their own children’s education they 
build local social networks that can be leveraged for school improvement.   
 
School districts can play a central role in fostering strong neighborhood ties by 
investing in making the neighborhood school the school of choice—the school 
that parents choose above the uncertainty of waiting for the luck of the lottery, 
above the strained family routines created when parents must shuttle children to 
schools across the city, and above the weakened community ties created when a 
neighborhood’s children are dispersed across multiple schools outside the 
neighborhood. In Chicago, marketing neighborhood schools to families has a 
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strong potential for success now that several of Chicago’s neighborhoods are 
more socioeconomically and racially diverse than ever before.  
 
In Chicago, public housing redevelopment and the demolition of massive public 
housing developments opened up large segments of the city for economic 
revitalization and racial/ethnic integration (Gleaser & Vigdor, 2012). These 
changes have been controversial as many poor Black families have been 
permanently displaced from these now revitalizing neighborhoods. It is important 
to note that Chicago is still one of the most segregated cities in the U.S., and in 
most communities advocating for a return to neighborhood schools would not 
create diverse schools.  
 
However, Smyth’s catchment boundary has transformed into a notable exception 
of residential socioeconomic and racial integration. However, this residential 
integration has yet to develop into integrated social networks among families and 
children. By going beyond the simple location of families and examining social 
interactions, school choice can be seen as a policy instrument that simultaneously 
facilitates and thwarts socioeconomic and racial integration: place based 
integration is enabled and social network segregation is maintained. Though 
school choice incentivizes families’ willingness to live in gentrifying urban 
neighborhoods, it has also acts as a barrier to their ability to develop a cohesive 
local community.  
 
Focal Neighborhood and Schools 
 
The focal community is delineated by geographic boundaries that bind together 
four adjoining “sub-communities [that] share common interests and a common 
fate.” The community within Smyth’s catchment boundary is comprised of 
approximately 7 census tracts, 1.9 square miles, 8,723 housing units, and 18,992 
residents. At the elementary school level, this community includes 1 
neighborhood school, 4 magnet schools, and 3 private schools.    
 
This community has undergone dramatic changes over the past three decades, 
and is now significantly less poor and less Black in 2010 than it was in 1980. 
However, the composition of the one remaining neighborhood elementary school 
has remained stable in its poverty and racial composition.  
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In 1980, approximately 54% of residents were below the federal poverty level, 
and this dropped to 31% by 2010. In 1980, approximately 69% of residents were 
Black, 20% were White, 7% were Latino, and 3% were Asian, and by 2010, only 
31% were Black, 38% were White, 18% were Asian, and 11% were Latino. Despite 
these changes in community composition, Smyth’s student population has 
remained essentially unchanged, over the past three decades, with a student 
body that is over 95% free/reduced lunch eligible and over 90% Black. 
 
Please see Table 1 for the demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of the 
community, and Table 2 for characteristics of the four public schools. 
 

PARENT SURVEY 
 
Given the difference between the composition of Smyth’s student body and the 
characteristic of families residing within its catchment boundary, it is clear that 
middle and upper income families are choosing to send their children elsewhere. 
Therefore, this study examines the extent to which these children are clustered in 
a few schools within or close to the neighborhood or scattered across the city, 
parents satisfaction with their children attending non-neighborhood schools, and 
the larger neighborhood cohesion consequences of not having the 
neighborhood’s children united under one neighborhood based school.  
 
One hundred and five parents with children under age 18 that are not enrolled in 
Smyth completed a survey about their housing and schooling choices, level of 
connection to the neighborhood, likelihood of staying in the neighborhood, and 
how schools affect the likelihood that they will stay in the neighborhood. Survey 
results are shown in Table 3. 
 
Seventy-five of the respondents are women and an average of 39 years old. 
Survey respondents are representative of the higher socioeconomic residents in 
the neighborhood: 96% have at least a Bachelor’s degree (61% have graduate or 
professional degrees and 34% have Bachelor’s degrees). They represent a wide 
range of time residing in the neighborhood: 38% have resided in the 
neighborhood for five or less years, 46% for six to ten years, and 16% for more 
than ten years. Regarding racial/ethnic identification, 68% self-identified as 
White, 14% as Asian, 11% as Black, and 7% as Latino.  
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Respondents represent the full range of families with children under age 18: 42% 
have one child under age 18, 46% have 2 children under age 18, and 12% have 
three or more children under age 18. Based on families oldest child, 51% have 
children that are too young for school, 13% have a child in kindergarten, 22% 
have a child in 1st through 3rd grade, and 14% have a child in 4th through 8th grade.  
 
The findings presented in the next section are divided based on whether children 
are of preschool age or younger versus currently attending kindergarten through 
8th grade.  
 

FINDINGS 
 
Dispersed in schools across the city. This examination shows that families not 
enrolled in the neighborhood school are dispersed across a wide variety of public 
and private schools across the city. Specifically, this small sample of just 38 
students in first through eighth grade, are dispersed across 17 different schools (5 
public and 12 private schools). This dispersion has meaningful consequences for 
community functioning because, as discussed earlier, the overwhelming majority 
of the children within the community are not enrolled at the neighborhood 
school.   
 
Connection to the neighborhood. Parents were asked four questions about the 
extent to which they feel connected to their neighborhood: (1) their immediate 
neighbors (those in their apartment building or on their immediate block), (2) the 
two blocks around their home, (3) the larger community area, and (4) their 
neighborhood school. Responses were measured on a 5 point scale that ranged 
from 1 = not at all connected, 3 = somewhat connected, to 5 = very connected. 
  
As shown in Table 3, parents report having only a moderate level of connection to 
their immediate neighbors: average of 3.7 for both groups of parents. Their level 
of connection decreases significantly when considering the larger neighborhood: 
average of 3.0 for connection to the larger community area among families with 
school age children, and average of 2.7 among families with children too young 
for school. As expected they report having almost no connection to the 
neighborhood school: average of 1.3 for both groups of parents.   
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Parents’ responses to two open ended questions provide more insight into their 
low level of neighborhood connection. The questions asked them to discuss the 
factors that lower their connection to the neighborhood, and the factors that 
would make their neighborhood better for families. Their responses revealed that 
the dispersion of children across numerous schools outside the neighborhood is a 
large contributor to their low level of connection to their neighborhood. 
Furthermore, they express distress about their low level of community connection 
and a desire for a higher level of connection. A representative sample of their 
comments is listed below. 
 

The fact that children in the neighborhood do not go to the same school 
and it is very difficulty to build a community when people do not feel 
connected to the school. It's almost as though the schools are independent 
bodies, not really part of the neighborhood.  Very few kids at the schools 
live anywhere near the neighborhood. My friend [in this neighborhood] 
who lives directly across the street from [a magnet school] did not get in. 
She has to cart her small child up north every day to the school she did get 
into. My daughter has to ride a bus to Wicker Park everyday and she and 
her sister go to different schools. #242  

 
The children in the neighborhood attend so many different schools.  
Families that we interacted with before school started (0-5 years), we don't 
interact with anymore.  The hours you spend at school (during and after), 
and the people that you interact with there take precedent...the 
investment we make in our son's life (10 yrs old) is primarily connected to 
our school family. The key to making community is that children are not 
driven outside of the neighborhood to attend school.  Kids should be 
walking together and playing together because they all attend the same 
neighborhood schools. #6 
 
Nobody in the neighborhood that I'm aware of, sends their kids to the local 
public school. So often time, I can go months without interacting with 
several of my neighbors. #180 
 
Having to drive my daughter 5 miles north for school each day and not 
having school friends nearby. #227 
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If we could all send our children to one school, where they could learn and 
grow with their neighbors, it would make our neighborhood much better in 
so many ways. It would make the distinct communities [higher and lower 
income housing developments] within our 'community' be more one. It is a 
better example for our kids. #26 
 
More bridging opportunities between the neighborhood school and the 
wider community. The marketing efforts of the school are limited (probably 
due to very limited resources) but I think that adversely affects the school 
and limits community members access to the school. #22 
 
We see many families leave for the suburbs when their children are ready 
to start school rather than deal with the amount of work/emotional energy 
it takes to figure out how to get into a good school and which schools are 
more passable than others.  It is far more effort than figuring out which 
college your child should attend. #175 
 
The key to making community is that children are not driven outside of the 
neighborhood to attend school.  Kids should be walking together and 
playing together because they all attend the same neighborhood schools. 
#14 
 

Longevity of residence in the neighborhood. Parents also reported whether they 
are seriously considering moving out of the neighborhood, and those who 
reported that are considering moving indicated the likelihood that they will move.   
 
Approximately 53% of parents with children in 1st through 8th grade are seriously 
considering moving compared to a significantly higher 70% of parents with 
children in kindergarten or younger (Table 3). Among those considering moving, 
parents of school age children are much more hesitant about moving and 
disrupting their children’s school experiences, and parents f kindergarten and 
youngest children are more pressed to make a decision about moving before their 
children start school.  
 
Their responses to the open ended question that asked them to discuss the role 
of schools in the likelihood that they will stay in the neighborhood revealed that 
the transportation difficulties of shuttling children across the city for school, the 
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high cost of private school, and the uncertainty of the lottery process pushes 
them to leave the neighborhood that they have come to value. A representative 
sample of their comments is listed below. 
 

If our child is not offered a magnet-school spot at a nearby school, we will 
move into a suburb with a quality public school system, as much as we will 
be devastated to leave this wonderful community. We have already sold 
our home and are renting now so that we have that option if we need it 
down the road. #26 
 
If my children do not get into a good public high school, we will have to 
move. I have heard that getting into high school is worse than the process 
for getting into kindergarten. I barely survived the kindergarten process and 
I probably got an ulcer from the process. So, I need a back up plan for high 
school. #242 
 
I love everything about the neighborhood and would stay forever if there 
was a descent school district. Yes, residents can lottery into a descent 
school, but I wouldn't risk it and I think it's selfish to stay in a neighborhood 
because I love it if I know that my child won't be getting a quality 
education. #105  
 
Lack of good/great public school with guaranteed enrollment is biggest 
factor for leaving the city. Despite child getting into [magnet school] there 
is no guarantee she will get into a good high school. #20 
 
It will probably be the most important factor in the decision whether to 
stay or move. #239 
 
It is extremely important. It is a key driver in all neighborhood decisions. 
Unfortunately we pay for our neighborhood and pay for school since our 
public school is not an option. #999962 
 
When we weren't sure if my son would be accepted at our school of choice, 
we looked at 8 homes in the suburbs; luckily, we got into Skinner, so we're 
staying in place for the next few years. #99954 
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It is very important. We cannot move because we have residency 
requirements for our jobs. That makes the prospect of not getting in to 
magnet or selective enrollment schools extremely stressful. #10 
 
Have done the lottery each year and my kids are in three different schools. 
If I could get all my kids together I would consider staying in the 
neighborhood. #185 
 
The stress of testing, applying just to get into a high school is daunting. 
Costs of private high school are almost insurmountable. #232 
 
Availability of high quality, ideally public, elementary school is the most 
important factor in where we live. A high quality high school option within 
a reasonable proximity would ensure our long-term residency in the 
community. #30 

 
SUMMARY 

 
Long gone are the days of the neighborhood school that pulled the majority of a 
neighborhood’s children under one institutional umbrella. Though there has 
always been school choice, families had to pay to opt out of the neighborhood 
school into the private school system. The increasing availability of public school 
choice now provides several routes through which families can bypass the 
neighborhood school. Many argue that increasing school choice has contributed 
to urban neighborhood revitalization by allowing families to separate their 
neighborhood of residence from their school of attendance (Kalenberg, 2001). 
However, to the extent that increasing school choice allows middle-income 
families to bypass the neighborhood school, schools no longer function as a 
socializing institution that facilitates social network building that bridge across 
socioeconomic strata, and because of the strong link between race and class 
networks also would not bridge across racial/ethnic lines (de Souza Briggs, 2003).  
 
Prior research has shown that place and distance are more central to low- versus 
middle-income parent’s decision to enter school choice and the subset of school 
that comprise their restricted choice set (Warrington, 2005). This contributes to 
explaining the finding that to the extent that choice gives parents access to higher 
quality schools, it is advantaged families that disproportionately access those 
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good schools (Orfield & Frankenberg, 2012). However, place and distance do 
relate to both low- and middle-income families’ satisfaction with their choice 
school and management of household routines (Andre´-Bechely, 2007). Arduous 
transportation routines and the lack of a cohesive local social network explain 
why many families leave the city even after obtaining entry into their choice 
school. 
 
Focusing on making Smyth neighborhood elementary school the school of choice 
for all families in the community offers an opportunity to reverse these trends, 
build strong community, and increase parent satisfaction with CPS. Two 
important starting places are with (1) families of currently enrolled 
prekindergarten and kindergarten students, and (2) with families of children that 
are still too young for school. Families of preschool and kindergarten students are 
slightly more diverse than those in higher grades and their schooling decisions are 
still unsettled. Families of children that are still too young for school could be 
encouraged to build school-community relationships that build across 
socioeconomic and racial/ethnic lines and then foster their entry into Smyth as a 
diverse cohort.  
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Table 1. Community Characteristics, 1980 to 2010 

 
 
Note: Poverty levels; near poor = 1% - 199% above poverty; not poor = 200% or more above 
poverty level.   

Population 

Total Population 18,992 18,992 18,992 18,992

# Housing units 8,723 8,723 8,723 8,723

Area (sq. miles) 1.9 1.9 1.9 1.9

Housing Occupancy Status

Occupied 90.5% 83.3% 82.1% 93.2%

Vacant 9.5% 16.7% 17.9% 6.8%

Age Distribution

Under 5 Years 5.4% 6.4% 10.5% 10.9%

5 to 14 Years 7.3% 14.2% 17.3% 21.2%

15 to 17 Years 2.5% 3.5% 4.3% 5.8%

18 to 34 years 51.4% 40.0% 37.5% 33.6%

35 to 54 years 19.6% 21.5% 17.2% 14.7%

55 years and over 13.8% 14.4% 13.3% 13.7%

Racial/Ethnic Distribution

Black 30.9% 51.5% 61.6% 68.9%

White 37.5% 27.6% 24.9% 20.1%

Hispanic 10.7% 6.8% 6.9% 7.4%

Asian 17.8% 12.0% 6.3% 2.5%

Other 3.1% 2.1% 0.2% 1.2%

< High school 9.0% 26.4% 36.5% 49.7%

High school 12.1% 15.6% 18.5% 17.1%

Some college 18.7% 19.3% 16.8% 11.4%

Bachelor's degree 30.1% 19.1% 12.1% 21.8%

Graduate degree 30.1% 19.7% 16.2% no data

Household income $49,354 $33,737 $18,387 $19,336

Poverty Distribution

Below poverty 31.3% 39.6% 54.9% 53.4%

Near poor 13.7% 17.8% 15.4% 18.2%

Not poor 55.0% 42.6% 29.7% 28.4%

K-8th Grade students

Public School 71.0% 85.4%

Private School 29.0% 14.6%

9th -12th Grade students

Public School 77.4% 80.4%

Private School 22.6% 19.6%

Median Household Income (In 2013 Dollars)

Public and Private School Enrollment 

2010 2000 1990 1980

Educational Attainment For Age 25 



Table 2, School Characteristics, 2012-2013 Academic Year   

 
 
Note: Based on NCES Common Core Data. 

 
  

School Name Type Enrollment

Free 

Lunch 

Eligible

 

Reduced 

Lunch 

Eligible

Not  F/R 

Lunch 

Eligible Black Latino White Asian Other

John M Smyth 

Elementary 
Neighborhood 465 96.3% 0.0% 3.7% 92.9% 3.9% 0.6% 0.6% 1.9%

STEM Magnet 

Academy
Magnet 560 55.9% 13.3% 30.8% 21.1% 63.4% 8.2% 3.8% 3.5%

Andrew Jackson 

Language 

Academy

Magnet 601 42.8% 9.9% 47.3% 32.5% 27.6% 18.7% 17.0% 4.2%

Galileo Scholastic 

Academy
Magnet 283 28.2% 8.2% 63.6% 23.4% 26.6% 23.9% 23.2% 2.9%

Skinner 

Elementary 
Magnet 831 25.2% 0.2% 74.6% 40.7% 14.3% 20.8% 20.1% 4.1%

Socioeconomic Composition Racial/Ethnic Composition



Table 3. Parent Survey 

  

All

1st to 8th 

grade children

Kindegrarten    

or younger 

children

Female 75.5% 84.4% 73.6%

Age 39.4 44.0 37.2

Race/Ethnicity 

Black 11.0% 9.4% 6.0%

Latino 6.6% 0.0% 12.0%

Asian 14.3% 15.6% 14.0%

White 68.1% 75.0% 68.0%

Highest education in household

Some college 2.1% 0.0% 1.9%

Associate's degree 1.0% 3.1% 0.0%

Bachelors degree 34.4% 31.3% 38.9%

Graduate degree 61.5% 65.6% 59.3%

Years at current address

less than 2 years 13.6% 15.2% 6.8%

2-5 years 24.3% 9.1% 32.2%

6-10 years 46.6% 45.5% 52.5%

more than 10 years 15.5% 30.3% 8.5%

Children

1 Child under age 18 41.9% 38.2% 41.7%

2 Children under age 18 45.7% 52.9% 43.3%

3 Children under age 18 9.5% 8.8% 10.0%

More than 3 under age 18 2.9% 0.0% 5.0%

Youngest child's grade in school

Too young for school 51.1% --- 80.0%

Kindergarten 12.8% --- 20.0%

Grade 1 - 3 22.3% 61.8% ---

Grade 4 - 6 12.8% 20.6% ---

Grade 7 - 8 1.1% 2.9% ---

Level of community connectedness 

Immediate neighborhs 3.7 3.7 3.7

Blocks around home 3.1 3.1 3.2

Larger community area 2.8 3.0 2.7

Smyth school 1.3 1.2 1.3

Seriously considered moving

No 36.5% 46.9% 29.6%

Yes 63.5% 53.1% 70.4%

Among those thinking about moving

50% or less chance of moving 43.1% 81.0% 31.7%

75% or more chance of moving 56.9% 19.0% 68.3%

Variable

Families with Children
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