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I conduct a novel study of families’ longitudinal preferences for 
schools revealed by linking their middle and high school choices. 
Prior research, which focuses primarily on cross-sectional 
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BRIEFS

malleability of preferences for school racial/ethnic composition. 
As White families tend to choose schools with a Whiter student 
body, at least up to a point (Glazerman & Dotter, 2017) but 
even after accounting for other school traits (e.g., Billingham & 
Hunt, 2016), knowing if demographic preferences persist might 
inform whether policy can be shaped to mitigate potential 
increases in racial/ethnic segregation after the expansion of non-
neighborhood schools (e.g., Monarrez et al., 2022).

Evidence of the stability of families’ preferences is thus critical 
for policymaking in contexts with school choice and for under-
standing how choice subsequently impacts districtwide out-
comes. To provide this evidence, I use longitudinal data from a 
large urban school district (LUSD) with a unified enrollment 
system (UES) that allows families to apply for enrollment in any 
public school in the district, including charter and magnet 
schools within its boundaries. Using these data in conjunction 
with student- and school-level administrative information, I ask:

1) How stable are families’ preferences for schools over 
time?

preferences, uses data from surveys and enrollment applications 
and finds that families prioritize proximity to home and academic 
quality and respond to differences in the racial/ethnic composi-
tion of schools (e.g., Billingham & Hunt, 2016; Corcoran & 
Jennings, 2019; Glazerman & Dotter, 2017; Harris & Larsen, 
2019). But these descriptions do not explore whether schooling 
decisions reflect stable preferences over time. With students and 
parents exhibiting different priorities when choosing schools 
(Hailey, 2022; Valant, 2014), and with students having more 
agency over this process with age (Phillippo et al., 2021), the pref-
erences revealed for middle and high schools in particular may be 
less stable. And this instability may signal malleability; Families 
(or the specific members of families choosing schools) might be 
persuaded toward options that improve academic outcomes and/
or that remedy segregation between schools.

Indeed, interventions providing information on schools have 
successfully increased families’ match rates at proximal, higher 
performing schools (e.g., Corcoran et al., 2018), especially for 
those who may not choose such options because of informa-
tional barriers (Corcoran & Jennings, 2019). Conversely, no 
empirical quantitative studies that I am aware of investigate the 
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2) Does the stability of preferences vary by applicant race/
ethnicity?

Setting and Data

LUSD is the largest public K–12 school district in its state and 
among the largest districts in the country. Also one of the earliest 
implementers of unified enrollment, LUSD implemented UES 
in January 2012. Under UES, families submit a single enroll-
ment application that ranks up to five schools.1,2 Students in the 
district are then assigned to schools based on their revealed pref-
erences (i.e., their school rankings), the number of available seats 
at schools, admission priorities (e.g., having a sibling in the 
school), and a randomly generated lottery number.

Because most using UES in LUSD do so in transition grades, 
I use application data from over 10,000 families applying for 
seats in both the sixth (middle school, MS) and ninth (high 
school, HS) grades between the 2011/2012 and 2018/2019 
school years.3 The majority of these families are Hispanic and 
apply to schools in LUSD that on average serve a predominantly 
Hispanic student body. I investigate the stability of families’ 
preferences between MS and HS for the following characteris-
tics: proximity to home; quality; and racial/ethnic composition. 
In the online appendix, I provide a more detailed description of 
these characteristics (Online Appendix A) and the student (Table 
B1) and school sample (Table B2).4

Results

Families rank approximately three schools in their UES applica-
tions on average and nearly all are assigned one of their top two 
choices (Online Appendix Table B1). To identify the stability of 
families’ preferences for schools, I thus correlate attributes of 
the top-ranked MS and HS on their UES applications.5 What 
are these preferences? All families choose schools of higher qual-
ity than the average option in LUSD, but I do observe some 
variation by applicant race/ethnic background (Online 
Appendix Table B2). Specifically, White families choose MS 
and HS that are Whiter than both the average LUSD schools 
and the top choices of Hispanic and Black families. Similarly, 
Hispanic families’ top choices serve more Hispanic students 
than the average LUSD school and the most preferred options 
of White and Black families, and Black families’ top choices 
serve more Black students than the average LUSD school and 
the most preferred options of White and Hispanic families. 
Finally, Black applicants’ number one options are farther away 
from home.

In Figure 1 and Online Appendix Figure B1, I show that 
families’ most-preferred MS and HS share many similarities, 
though the racial/ethnic composition of schools are most 
strongly correlated over time. The correlation between families’ 
MS and HS in terms of Black, Hispanic, and White students 
served ranges from .60 to .75—all moderate-to-strong relation-
ships. Contrastingly, school proximity and quality correlate 
more weakly (r ≈.25) over time. These distinctions between 
school characteristics remain even when concurrently account-
ing for the contributions of other MS and HS attributes (i.e., 
partial correlations), though stability attenuates overall when 

doing so. One notable exception to this pattern is the preference 
for the proportion of Black students in schools. Specifically, cor-
relations between families’ top MS and HS choices for this char-
acteristic do not change substantially even after controlling for 
school quality, distance, and charter and/or Title 1 school 
status.

To better frame these relationships, I investigate whether 
families move across quintiles for each attribute based on their 
top UES MS and HS (Online Appendix Table B3). After group-
ing MS and HS by quintiles within school year for the different 
characteristics, I find that, within quintile for MS, families are 
much more likely to remain in the same quintile for HS when 
considering school racial/ethnic composition (between 24 to 65 
percent of the time) as opposed to school proximity or quality 
(between 10 to 39 percent of the time).

In Figure 1, I also show the correlations between families’ top 
UES MS and HS choices by applicant race/ethnicity. Preferences 
for school demographics continue to exhibit more durability 
than those for distance and quality. Overall, however, I observe 
some attenuation in coefficients when looking at subgroup rela-
tionships (i.e., Simpson’s paradox), highlighting the need to dis-
aggregate stability analyses. Black families’ preferences regarding 
school demographics demonstrate the least durability, even after 
accounting for school proximity and quality. Hispanic families 
tend to exhibit the strongest preference stability, though these 
longitudinal relationships approximate White families after 
accounting for other MS and HS characteristics. Notably, 
though partial correlations are weaker than correlations for all 
families regarding school quality, only for White families does 
the longitudinal relationship essentially attenuate to zero, indi-
cating that for these particular choosers the similarity of MS and 
HS in terms of quality may be completely accounted for by con-
sidering the similarity of other characteristics, for example, 
racial/ethnic composition. Similar to results materializing from 
the aggregated data, patterns in subgroup relationships are 
reflected in the extent to which families move across quintiles for 
each attribute based on their top UES MS and HS (Online 
Appendix Tables B4, B5, and B6).

Finally, to contextualize the magnitude of these measures of 
stability of families’ preferences for schools, I compare the 
observed partial correlations from the actual application data 
(“actual”) to those that emerge from data simulated from other 
plausible conditions. In Table 1, I show that actual relationships 
between the characteristics of families’ most preferred schools 
over time are stronger (and substantially so regarding school 
racial/ethnic composition) than those I find when randomly 
assigning a top HS choice (“random”). When I assign families 
their closest HS as their simulated top choice (“close”), actual 
correlations for distance and the proportion of schools’ students 
that are White are still greater, though less so when compared to 
the actual-random difference. For Black applicants, correlations 
for all student composition measures are weaker under the close 
scenario than actual correlations. Put differently, families’ 
expressed choices for HS diverge from what we would expect if 
families simply chose the most proximal options, and these 
expressed choices reflect more durability in preferences, in par-
ticular, for certain school demographics. Finally, this conclusion 
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is even more strongly supported when, instead of assigning fami-
lies’ their most proximal HS as a top choice, I assign families a 
random HS within 5 miles of their home (“random + close”).6 
Notably, relationships between most preferred MS and HS 
school quality are similar across all scenarios, further stressing 
the comparative instability of this preference.

Discussion

The relatively weak correlations between the school quality and 
distance of families’ top choice MS and HS suggests that these 
particular preferences may be malleable, potentially explaining 
the success of prior interventions encouraging applications 
toward higher-performing schools (e.g., Corcoran et al., 2018). 
Conversely, families’ preferences for school racial/ethnic compo-
sition are more stable over time. When specifically considering 
the proportion of a school’s student body that is Black, Hispanic 
and White families’ longitudinal enrollment decisions do not 
appear to change, even after accounting for the contributions  
of other explanatory school factors. This result thus similarly 

reflects extant work, which shows that Latinx school choosers, 
like White and Asian choosers, have distinct views regarding 
Black schools, potentially due to the negative stereotypes associ-
ated with these spaces (Hailey, 2022).

Still, I find that MS racial/ethnic composition does not per-
fectly determine HS decisions, especially within subgroup. 
What might explain this relative lack of durability of prefer-
ences, despite research consistently depicting common aggre-
gate preferences across contexts? Prior work reports that students 
play a substantial role in school selection and that this role can 
grow as students get older (Phillippo et al., 2021). With parents 
and students also exhibiting different priorities when choosing, 
the weaker correlations that I observe for school quality may 
reflect student deprioritization of academics in HS (Valant, 
2014). Analogously, existing within-family differences in pref-
erences tied to schools’ racial/ethnic composition may lead to 
my results, though the theoretical arguments that demographics 
can both be more—or less—salient to students might explain 
the relative, if not absolute, stability of these preferences (Hailey, 
2022).

FIGURE 1. Correlation coefficients between characteristics of families’ top middle school choices and the same characteristic of their top 
high school choices, overall and by race.
Each bar represents the correlation coefficient between the characteristics of families’ top high school choice and the characteristics 
of their top middle school choice. Partial correlations are the correlations after considering the importance of all characteristics of 
families’ top middle and high school choices concurrently. Characteristics include distance from school to home (in miles); the 
proportion of students in the school that are Black, Hispanic, White, or of another race/ethnicity, school quality; and whether the 
school is a charter, Title 1, or new school. When the characteristic of interest is the proportion of students from a specific race/
ethnicity, the other race/ethnicity variables are dropped from partial correlations.
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Yet we still know little about the sources contributing to pref-
erences for this latter attribute. Families may be more easily 
guided to shifting their less-durable preferences for schools based 
on distance or quality, but future research should continue to 
investigate the potential to affect families’ attitudes regarding 
schools based on demographics. These inquiries might focus on 
uncovering why some families switch schools based on race/eth-
nicity (Online Appendix Table B3). Policy can also build on the 
body of work finding that information provision can lead families 
to choose higher-performing schools (e.g., Corcoran et al., 2018). 
For example, emphasizing to school choosers the average aca-
demic growth of students—instead and in place of schools’ aca-
demic performance levels or ratings—may lead to less segregation 
(Houston & Henig, 2021).

In the short term, implementing these findings through pol-
icy changes in contexts with substantial school choice may 
decrease racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic isolation across 
schools. But more importantly, parallel efforts should continue 

to focus on improving the quality of schools in all neighbor-
hoods given the demonstrably complex interplay between fami-
lies’ school enrollment decisions and policy and the impediments 
that families face to exercise choice. As described earlier, the 
same interventions attempting to shift preferences work in some 
contexts and not at all in others, effective short-term policy 
changes may require state and district educational leaders to 
change existing ingrained practices (e.g., supplanting and not 
simply supplementing the advertisement of school performance 
levels or ratings with growth; Houston & Henig, 2021), and 
results here indicate that school proximity and convenience 
remain a large constraint on families’ enrollment decisions 
(Online Appendix Figure B4) and that this constraint may still 
factor into preference stability—and enrollment decisions—over 
time (Table 1).
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Table 1
Partial Correlation Coefficients Between Characteristics of Families’ Top Middle School Choices and the 

Same Characteristic of Their Top High School Choices Under Different Scenarios

Overall Black Hispanic White

Panel A. School Proportion Black
Actual 0.55 0.26 0.61 0.34
Random 0.01 0.03 0.01 −0.01
Close 0.55 0.21 0.62 0.37
Random + close 0.41 0.25 0.48 0.21
Panel B. School Proportion Hispanic
Actual 0.44 0.24 0.39 0.41
Random 0.01 −0.02 0.02 −0.01
Close 0.46 0.11 0.43 0.45
Random + close 0.13 0.04 0.15 0.11
Panel C. School Proportion White
Actual 0.33 0.19 0.31 0.27
Random 0.04 0.02 0.03 0.04
Close 0.25 0.11 0.23 0.23
Random + close 0.11 0.15 0.11 0.08
Panel D. School Quality
Actual 0.12 0.06 0.15 0.02
Random 0.08 0 0.12 −0.03
Close 0.09 0.11 0.08 0.03
Random + close 0.12 0.07 0.15 0.03
Panel E. Distance (Miles)
Actual 0.24 0.19 0.26 0.20
Random 0.05 0.07 0.04 0.03
Close 0.03 −0.01 0.09 −0.05
Random + close −0.01 −0.07 0.03 −0.04

Note. Each table cell represents the partial correlation between characteristics of families’ top high school choice and the characteristics of their top middle school choice. 
Partial correlations are the correlations after considering the importance of all characteristics of families’ top middle and high school choices concurrently. Characteristics 
include distance from school to home (in miles); the proportion of students in the school that are Black, Hispanic, White, or of another race/ethnicity, school quality; and 
whether the school is a charter, Title 1, or new school. When the characteristic of interest is the proportion of students from a specific race/ethnicity, the other race/ethnicity 
variables are dropped from partial correlations. Each table row represents a different correlation analysis scenario. “Actual” captures correlations using the families’ actual 
choices for middle and high school. “Random” captures correlations using the actual middle school choices but, within year, randomly assigns high school choices across 
families. “Close” captures correlations using families’ actual middle school choices but assigns families’ closest high school as their high school choices. “Random + close” 
captures correlations using families’ actual middle school choices but, within year, randomly assigns families one of the top high school choices within 5 miles of home.
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I am grateful to the partnering school district for providing data 
access and assistance throughout this research process. I extend par-
ticular thanks to Brooks Rosenquist, Doug Ferguson, Elizabeth Stock, 
James Carpenter, Laurie Premer, Lisa McCrary, Liz Mendez, Matthew 
Baker, Tanya Pramatarova, and Taylor Beach. I am also grateful to edi-
tor Andrew McEachin, David Deming, Jeremy Singer, Martin West, 
Matthew Lenard, Sarah Cohodes, Susha Roy, and three anonymous 
reviewers for valuable feedback. The views expressed in this paper do 
not reflect the views or opinions of the partnering school district. All 
errors are my own.

1Starting with UES applications to enroll in schools for the 2019–
2020 school year, families could rank up to 12 options.

2UES also harmonizes choice processes across schools in LUSD 
into a single timeline. Families submit their school applications in the 
spring semester of the school year for enrollment the following school 
year. Applications do not need to be submitted by district students who 
wish to remain in their schools and are not in a transition grade. After 
the application period closes, the district runs a student-school match-
ing algorithm and releases all matches to families. Later in the spring 
semester a second round of UES begins, which allows families to apply 
for schools if they did not participate in the earlier round or if families 
wish to change their enrollment decisions. I focus on data from the 
first round in my analyses, when most families who use UES submit 
applications.

3I do not consider kindergarten choices because, for many of these 
students, I lack key baseline demographic information, such as place 
of residence. Furthermore, because fewer school years elapse between 
applications for middle and high school, I can incorporate data from a 
greater number of families when focusing on fifth- to eighth-grade UES 
application behaviors.

4In Online Appendix Table B2, I also show that the school-level 
variation in the proportion of students that are White or Hispanic is lower 
for all (as opposed to just families’ most preferred) HS in LUSD relative 
to all MS. My preferred metric of preference stability—the correlation 
coefficient—is not sensitive to differences in the scales of school-level 
measures between MS and HS. Correlations will capture if families are 
choosing over time similar (or dissimilar) schools with certain character-
istics relative to the characteristics of the options available to them. What 
this metric does not capture, however, is whether a weak preference for 
school proportion White in MS (for example) means the same thing as 
a weak preference for school proportion White in HS in absolute terms.

5When I focus on the characteristics of not just families’ top 
choices but all choices for middle and high school (averaged) in analy-
ses, the patterns of results are nearly identical (Online Appendix Figures 
B2 and B3).

6Because families are constrained by several factors—most impor-
tantly, distance and other measures of convenience (e.g., Harris & 
Larsen, 2019)—when choosing a school for enrollment, it may not be 
reasonable to assume that any school in LUSD is a feasible option (the 
“random” scenario). Conversely, we should not necessarily expect that 
families’ constraints would lead them to always choose only the most 

proximal schools (the “close” scenario); in fact, in only 22 percent of 
families in my sample ranked the closest HS as their top choice in appli-
cations. Alternatively, the data I use cannot allow me to disentangle 
residential preferences from the constraints that families face, so cor-
relations observed in the close scenario may still reflect the durability of 
school preferences to some extent. Finally, as seen in Online Appendix 
Figure B4, distance does predict the likelihood of schools being ranked 
first, but the gradient disappears at around 5 miles, which informs the 
“random + close” scenario I simulate.
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