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Magnet schools are public schools that provide a distinctive curriculum or instructional approach and
that are open to students from outside a geographically defined attendance zone. The website for
Magnet Schools of America reports that as of 2016, there were 4,340 magnet schools educating 3.5
million students nationwide. Of these schools, 51% are elementary schools, 18% are middle schools,
and 31% are high schools. These schools are located in nearly every state in the country and are
concentrated in urban areas. Approximately one-quarter of magnet schools use academic criteria for
admission, and the rest use lottery systems or other nonacademic criteria for admission.

Originally, magnet schools were created by local school districts to achieve voluntary school
desegregation. Often situated in neighborhoods with large minority populations, magnet schools were
intended to attract racially diverse students from other areas of the school district. These schools often
received enhanced resources. Today, magnet schools frequently emphasize goals other than racial
integration, such as improving student achievement, retaining high-achieving students in district
schools, developing educational innovations, and helping districts improve matches between school
offerings and student interests.

Magnet schools and magnet-school programs vary along a number of dimensions. While most magnet
schools are operated by a regular school district and are open only to students residing in that district,
there are also interdistrict magnet schools operated by a district, a cooperative of multiple districts, or
another agency. While some magnet schools are stand-alone schools, others are programs within
schools that include both students who participate in the magnet program and others who do not. Some
schools have a designated neighborhood school attendance zone and augment enrollments from that
zone with students who apply from elsewhere, while others do not have an attendance zone and admit
students exclusively by application. The prototypical magnet school is designed to attract nonminority
students to attend school in neighborhoods with a high percentage of minority residents, but some
magnet schools are designed to create access to schools in more advantaged parts of a district for
students in struggling schools. The most common curricular themes are STEM and visual or performing
arts, which together represent nearly half of all magnet schools. Nonetheless, a wide range of other
curricular themes are used. Magnet schools also vary in the extent to which they emphasize integration
vs. other educational goals, in whether or not they offer enhanced resources, in the admission criteria
used, and in the recruiting strategies that they deploy.

This entry reviews evidence on the extent to which magnet schools achieve the goals of promoting racial
and socioeconomic integration, improving student achievement and other student outcomes, and
helping retain students in urban school districts. It also examines evidence on whether magnet schools
have any unintended effects on the student composition and effectiveness of other schools in the
districts where they are located. Of particular interest are whether the effect of magnet schools on these
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outcomes may have changed as the focus of magnet-school programs has shifted from promoting racial
integration to other goals and whether effects depend on the type of magnet-school program.

Key findings

Key finding #1. Magnet schools tended to be more racially diverse than other schools in the same district
during the desegregation era. However, the effects of magnet schools on district-wide integration
measures are unknown.

During the desegregation period, magnet schools tended to have more even shares of Black and White
students than other schools in the districts where they were located. However, the overall effects of
magnet schools on district-wide measures of integration also depend on the racial diversity of the
schools that magnet students would have attended and the extent to which magnet schools helped
stem white flight. To the extent that students move to magnet schools from schools where they are
racially isolated, the moves tend to reduce overall segregation. However, what schools magnet students
would otherwise have attended is frequently unknown, so the net effects have not been definitively
established and likely varied across contexts.

Key finding #2. Shifts away from desegregation goals have resulted in decreased diversity in some
magnet schools and have limited the ability of magnet schools to reduce district-wide segregation across
schools. Nonetheless, magnet programs that maintain focus on integration in legally permissible ways
have contributed positively to integration goals.

Despite legal restrictions on the explicit use of race in magnet-school admissions, many magnet schools
still provide diverse learning environments. However, this appears to be the case mostly in places where
magnet-school programs still explicitly emphasize integration or diversity goals, such as Connecticut and
North Carolina’s Wake County. There is evidence that where schools have de-emphasized integration
goals, magnet schools have become less diverse. Additionally, the influence of school racial composition
on choices families make to apply to magnet schools suggests that, in the absence of focused efforts,
magnet schools have only a limited ability to promote integration goals.

Key finding #3. Attendance at many magnet schools, particularly oversubscribed middle and high school
magnets, results in improved student achievement. However, the effects of magnet schools on academic
measures of achievement vary widely.

An early study using a national sample and recent studies exploiting data from admission lotteries find
positive effects of magnet school attendance on achievement test scores. However, lottery-based
estimates may be limited to oversubscribed magnets with accessible lottery records. Recent studies that
have tried to estimate the effect of broader sets of magnet schools using alternative methods have
found null or negative effects and suggest that the effects of magnet schools vary widely.

Key finding #4. Research tells us little about which aspects or types of magnet schools most consistently
improve student achievement.

Given the evidence that the effect of magnet schools on student achievement varies considerably, it is
desirable to know whether certain aspects or types of magnet schools are most effective. Unfortunately,
existing studies do not identify the types of magnets that consistently improve student performance.

(™) livehandbook 'k AEFP

Magnet Schools | Robert Bifulco



Pg.3

Key finding #5. Magnet schools have helped urban districts retain high-achieving and socioeconomically
advantaged students, but these enrollments may come at the cost of increased stratification across
schools.

District leaders are often concerned about retaining high-achieving students from socioeconomically
advantaged families, and evidence indicates that magnet schools, particularly selective magnet schools,
can help achieve this goal. However, worries remain that magnet schools achieve this goal by cream-
skimming from other district schools and increasing stratification of schools by income and
achievement.

Understudied questions? Several questions about magnet schools are understudied, particularly in
comparison with other forms of school choice, such as charter and private schools. First, as noted,
research says little about how the effects of magnet schools on either integration goals or achievement
vary by the type of magnet or across different contexts. Second, few studies examine the effects of
attending a magnet school on outcomes other than test scores. We know little about the long-term
effects of magnet schools on high-school graduation, college enrollment and graduation, and labor-
market outcomes. Additionally, given their role in promoting desegregation, more evidence on how
attendance at racially diverse magnet schools influence student racial attitudes and intergroup relations
would be useful. Finally, the systemwide effects of magnet schools on student achievement through
competition, improved matching, changes in resource allocations, and other mechanisms are not well
understood.

Policy implications. Absent other efforts, magnet schools should not be expected to have large effects
on racial and socioeconomic segregation across schools. Magnet schools that do not explicitly target
increased integration often exacerbate stratification by race, socioeconomic status, or ability.
Nonetheless, many magnet schools provide diverse and improved learning environments for the
students who attend them and can help improve student achievement. Magnet status alone, however,
does not guarantee such benefits. Individual magnet schools should be designed with careful attention
to context and monitored to ensure they are providing hoped for benefits. Efforts to make the highest-
quality magnet schools accessible to all students through siting, recruitment, and admission choices
may help limit the unintended effects of magnet schools on school stratification.

A brief history

Specialized public schools that draw students from across a district, particularly at the high-school level,
predate magnet schools by many decades. Often, these were honors high schools with competitive
admissions or vocational schools. However, the idea of developing schools with distinctive curricula or
instructional approaches to attract students from a diverse set of neighborhoods first emerged in the
1970s as a part of desegregation plans.

Desegregation efforts in the late 1960s and early 1970s often involved mandatory assignment of
students to racially balanced schools and engendered protest and white flight from many districts.! In
response, some districts developed voluntary approaches to school desegregation that sought to allow
and encourage parents to choose integrated schools. Magnet schools were among the most prominent
tools used in these voluntary desegregation efforts. The federal courts approved the use of magnets for
desegregation in Morgan v. Kerrigan (1976). Also in 1976, Congress created a federal grant program, the
Magnet Schools Assistance Program (MSAP), which provided funding for districts interested in using
magnet schools to promote desegregation.? Although improving educational options in urban school
districts and retaining white and wealthier families was part of the motivation for magnet schools at this
time, promoting voluntary racial integration was central to the mission and design of these schools.
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Most magnet schools tried to ensure racial balance by capping the enrollments for each racial group or
by otherwise explicitly using race in admission decisions.?

The number of magnet schools grew rapidly during the 1970s and 1980s. In the 1981-82 academic year,
there were 1,019 magnet schools, and by the 1991-92 academic year, there were 2,433.* Several
researchers argue that federal funding, primarily through the MSAP, played an important role in the
creation and expansion of magnet-school programs.” Magnet schools were most prevalent in large,
urban districts. In the 1991-92 school year, 79% of the 150 largest districts in the nation had magnet-
school programs.®

Beginning in the 1990s, law related to school desegregation changed in ways that affected magnet
schools. A series of rulings early in the decade facilitated the termination of court desegregation orders.
Subsequently, many districts were released from court orders, and it became uncertain whether these
districts or districts that had never been under court order could use race-conscious school assighment
policies. During this period, many magnet schools chose not to use racial quotas to avoid exposing
themselves to legal challenges.” The issue was resolved in Parents Involved in Community Schools v.
Seattle School District No. 1 (2007), in which the Supreme Court struck down the use of race in magnet-
school admission decisions.

Facing these limitations, magnet schools are now often presented as a way to expand school choice and
increase the competitiveness of district schools in the face of expanded parental options rather than as
a tool for desegregation.® For instance, Magnet Schools of America argues that by allowing parents to
choose a school, magnet programs improve parental satisfaction and student achievement.’ Despite
the waning of desegregation goals, magnet schools remain widespread, serving more than 3 million
students in over 4,000 schools in 2016.1°

Evidence

Key finding #1. Magnet schools tended to be more racially diverse than other schools in the same district
during the desegregation era. However, the effects of magnet schools on district-wide integration
measures are unknown.

Evidence regarding the effect of magnet schools on integration goals comes largely from case studies of
specific districts and a handful of multidistrict studies. A clear finding from this literature is that Black
and White students tended to have greater exposure to students of other races in magnet schools than
in the typical schools in their districts. For instance, one study finds that during the 1992-93 and 1993-
94 school years, the percentage of White students in the magnet schools it examined in Cincinnati was
43-54%, while the percentage of White students in neighborhood schools attended by the typical Black
student in the district was less than 30%.!! Using data from a representative sample of 600 school
districts, another study finds that 29% of students in the general enrollment of schools housing magnet
programs within schools were White compared with 39% of students in the magnet program in those
schools. Similarly, while 35% of all students attending a magnet school to which they were already zoned
were White, among those transferring in from outside the attendance zone, 41% were white.!?

Although magnet schools themselves tend to be more racially mixed than the neighborhood schools
that students would otherwise attend, it is possible that increased interracial exposure in magnet
schools came at the expense of decreased interracial exposure in other schools. The net effect of
magnet-school programs during desegregation on district-wide measures of integration is unclear.
Several early studies concluded that desegregation plans that relied solely on magnet schools and other
voluntary forms of school integration had limited impacts on the overall levels of racial isolation.!3

(™) livehandbook 'k AEFP

Magnet Schools | Robert Bifulco



Pg.5

An insightful analysis of how magnet schools might have affected segregation dynamics during
desegregation uses application data from magnet high schools in Philadelphia in the 1990-91 and 1991—
92 academic years. This analysis shows that students of White families from schools with high
percentages of nonwhite students and from wealthier families from schools with high poverty rates
were the most likely to apply for admission to magnet high schools. It also compares observed levels of
segregation in the district with how much segregation there would be if no family used the magnet-
school program. For both racial and poverty segregation, magnet schools were less segregated than
neighborhood attendance zones and zoned schools became more segregated than attendance zones as
a result of magnet schools. Overall, the level of segregation across all schools in the district was slightly
higher than if all magnet students attended their zoned school instead.'* More generally, we might
expect the influence of race on choice of schools limits the ability of magnet schools to reduce district-
wide measures of segregation.

Against this view, some researchers have argued that in the long run, desegregation plans that relied
primarily on magnet schools and other forms of voluntary desegregation did more than mandatory
desegregation plans to increase the exposure of Black students to White students by stemming the
extent of white flight from districts undertaking desegregation efforts. Several studies provide evidence
that following program adoption, districts with mandatory desegregation programs saw a faster
acceleration in outflows of white students than those that adopted voluntary desegregation plans that
relied heavily on magnet schools.!> Comparing 20 districts for at least 10 years following the adoption
of a desegregation plan, one study finds that relative to mandatory plans, voluntary plans were
associated with smaller short-term increases in black-white exposure, but larger long-term increases.!®
Another study produces similar results using a larger sample of districts.!” However, it is not clear that
these studies adequately control for differences between districts with voluntary desegregation plans
and those that adopted mandatory plans. Additionally, the plans classified as “voluntary” often involved
targeted school closings and rezoning, and the role of the mandatory elements of these plans, as
opposed to magnet schools, in increasing interracial exposure is unknown.

One study examines the effects of adding magnet schools to desegregation plans in the 150 largest
districts in the U.S. as of 1991. It found that “(a)ymong voluntary plans, the increase in interracial
exposure is almost the same for plans with and without magnets, and among mandatory plans, the
magnets are associated with a greater increase in interracial exposure than the same plan without
magnets when compared to no plan at all”.!® Somewhat at odds with primary findings, districts with a
higher percentage of magnet schools experienced negative changes in interracial exposure.

Beyond the effects of magnet schools on racial integration across schools, concerns were raised about
the racial segregation of students within racially mixed magnet schools. This concern has been especially
pronounced for magnet programs housed within regular schools, where the students participating in
the magnet-school programs, who are more likely to be white and nonpoor, may be largely separated
from students attending from the neighborhood attendance zone. Studies that raise this concern about
segregation within partial-site magnet schools are based on case studies with small to very small
samples, and the evidence remains largely anecdotal.!®

Key finding #2. Shifts away from desegregation goals have resulted in decreased diversity in some
magnet schools and have limited the ability of magnet schools to reduce district-wide segregation across
schools. Nonetheless, magnet programs that maintain focus on integration in legally permissible ways
have contributed positively to integration goals.

In some places, the shift away from explicit integration goals and policies has resulted in decreased
diversity within magnet schools. For instance, following the release from a court desegregation order in
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1999, participation of suburban students in the 23 magnet schools in St. Louis dropped from a high of
more than 1,400 students in the 1997-98 academic year to fewer than 100 in the 2011-12 academic
year. While the proportion of Black and White students enrolled in the school district changed little
between 2006 and 2010, the percentage of Black students in magnet schools increased by 6 points, and
the share of white students dropped by 6 percentage points, decreasing the exposure of Black students
to White students in magnet schools.?’ Similarly, a federal mandate requiring a magnet-school program
in a large urban district to stop using race-based admission quotas in 2003 resulted in a decrease of
Black—White exposure in the district’s magnet schools of roughly 7 percentage points.?!

Despite these findings of decreasing interracial exposure in magnet schools, some magnet schools
remained more racially diverse than the schools that their students might otherwise have attended. In
Connecticut, for instance, during the 2006—07 school year, exposure to white students among Black and
Hispanic magnet school students from Hartford, New Haven, and Waterbury was much higher than for
students in those cities attending district schools. The percentages of white and nonpoor students in
the magnet schools attended by these students were substantially higher than those in the district
schools that they most recently attended.?? Notably, Connecticut’s interdistrict magnet-school program
did not use explicitly race-based admissions; however, it did have explicit integration goals and chose
magnet-school themes, locations, and admission policies to promote integration.?? Similarly, using data
from the 2006—07 to 2013-14 school years, in a large urban district with more than 100 magnet schools,
traditionally underserved students attending magnet schools encountered more White students and
fewer Hispanic students, fewer students living at or below the poverty level, and fewer English learners
than their counterparts in district schools.?*

Beyond the studies discussed in the last two paragraphs and a few other case studies, there is no
systematic evidence on whether or not magnet schools have, on average, become less diverse in recent
decades. Nor is there systematic evidence identifying the contexts in which magnet schools have
maintained diverse populations.

Also unknown is whether contemporary magnet schools increase or decrease district-wide measures of
racial integration and interracial exposure in their districts. One study compares the levels of segregation
across school attendance zones to observed levels of school segregation across all schools including
magnets, charters, and private schools for 22 large school districts during the 2000-2001 school year. It
finds that schools are considerably more segregated than if all students attended their geographically
assigned schools.?® A similar comparison using 2002—03 data from Durham, North Carolina, finds that
public school-choice programs increase racial and socioeconomic segregation relative to a
counterfactual in which all students attend their geographically assigned schools.?® Although these
studies do not isolate the effect of magnet schools from charter and private schools, and ignore how
family residential choices respond to expanded schooling options, they suggest the ability of magnet
schools to reduce racial segregation in the absence of race-conscious admission policies is limited.

A more recent study comparing observed segregation patterns to segregation across school assignment
zones uses data for the 2016—-17 school year from Wake County, North Carolina. It finds that magnet-
school transfers decrease the enrollment of Black students by approximately 3 percentage points in
schools that previously had an above-average representation of Black students and increase the
percentage of White students enrolled at schools that previously had a below-average representation
of white students, decreasing the racial isolation of Black and other nonwhite students.?” Although these
results indicate that magnet-school transfers reduce segregation, the authors argue that these
reductions are small compared with the maximum reduction in segregation that might be achieved
given the number of magnet-school transfers. Additionally, the authors characterized the magnet
program in Wake County as a controlled choice program because the district prioritizes more affluent
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families in magnet assignments to encourage more diversity within schools. Thus, like the program in
Connecticut, this magnet-school program still maintains goals related to desegregation.

Overall, this evidence suggests that magnet schools can create diverse learning environments and even
reduce system-wide segregation, but only if explicit integration and diversity goals are adopted and
magnet schools are designed with careful attention to the contexts in which they operate. For instance,
interdistrict enrollment may be necessary in places such as Connecticut with high levels of segregation
across districts, and siting, recruitment, and admission policies must be designed to promote diverse
enrollments.

Key finding #3. Attendance at many magnet schools, particularly oversubscribed middle- and high-school
magnets, results in improved student achievement. However, the effects of magnet schools on academic
measures of achievement vary widely.

The primary challenge in estimating the effect of magnet-school attendance on student achievement is
the fact that magnet-school students are self-selected. Self-selection can create differences between
magnet-school students and any students to whom they might be compared. The two most common
methods of addressing this bias are (1) to exploit the random assignment of students to magnet schools
based on admission lotteries and (2) to use statistical methods to control for differences between
magnet-school and non-magnet-school students. These two approaches pose well-known tradeoffs.
Estimates derived from the comparison of lottery winners and losers rely on fewer assumptions but can
be computed only for oversubscribed schools that have adequate admission records. Matching methods
and statistical controls require stronger assumptions but can often be applied to more representative
samples of magnet schools. Analyses have shown that methods of statistical control that use pre-
magnet test scores can closely replicate lottery-based estimates in at least some circumstances.?®

Table 1 summarizes the studies that have estimated the impact of attending a magnet school on
measures of student academic achievement. One of the few national studies of magnet-school
effects uses a sample of city students in eighth grade in 1988 from the National Education Longitudinal
Study to estimate differences in tenth-grade achievement between students attending comprehensive
public high schools and students attending magnet high schools. In analyses that control for differences
in eighth-grade test scores and an extensive set of family background characteristics, it finds that
magnet schools are more effective than regular schools at raising student proficiency in reading and
social studies.?’ Interestingly, estimates of magnet-school benefits are virtually unchanged when
controls for the student composition of the school and indicators of the school environment are added,
leaving questions about why magnet schools help improve student achievement.

More recently, a number of studies have measured treatment effects by comparing the average
outcomes of lottery winners who are offered admission to a magnet school with the average outcomes
of applicants who were denied admission because they lost the lottery. These studies have consistently
found that attending magnet schools improves student achievement.?’ One study used lotteries to
estimate the impact of magnet schools in San Diego and found that winning a magnet school lottery at
the high school level increased mathematics achievement 2 and 3 years later by approximately 0.2
standard deviations. The researchers did not, however, find any statistically significant effects on reading
achievement, nor did they find any effects for elementary- or middle-school magnets.! Another study
examines four middle-school magnets in a large Southern school district and found that magnet
attendance had positive impacts on mathematics achievement for fifth and sixth graders, although
those impacts were uneven across schools.>? Another examines two interdistrict schools serving grades
6-8 and 6-12 in Connecticut and finds positive effects of 0.14 standard deviations on eight grade math
scores and 0.28 standard deviations on eight grade reading scores.>* Another used admission lotteries
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to identify the effect of magnet attendance in an unidentified, mid-size urban district, and finds that
attendance at a first-choice magnet school increased test scores by 0.16 standard deviations in math
and 0.19 standard deviations in reading.4

One study also demonstrates that matching models using pretreatment test scores as controls, closely
replicates estimated effects based on lotteries.?> The study then uses these matching models to estimate
effects for a larger set of Connecticut interdistrict magnet middle and high schools. The study finds that
the average effect of these schools on mostly Black and Hispanic students from the cities of Hartford
and New Haven ranged from 0.12 to 0.15 standard deviation on eighth- and tenth-grade math and
reading. The estimated effects on suburban students were smaller for math but larger for reading.

Other studies have used alternative statistical methods in the absence of admission lotteries to measure
the effects of a broader range of magnet schools. The most informative of these studies control for test
scores prior to students entering a magnet school and other background characteristics and deploy a
variety of matching and regression methods. In contrast to the Connecticut study, the most recent and
comprehensive of these studies find that the average magnet school does not improve student
achievement. For example, one study uses data on students in Marion County from the 2008—09 to
2012-13 academic years to estimate the effect of 21 magnet schools primarily located in Indianapolis
on student test scores in grades 5 through 8. They find that students made smaller test-score gains in
magnet schools than in the school they previously attended.?® Another study examines the effects of
over 100 magnet schools in an unidentified, large urban district from the 2006—07 academic year to the
2013-14 academic year and finds null to small negative effects on average.?’ Another uses data from
the 2012-13 school year to estimate magnet-school effects in five different districts and finds that
estimated effects vary widely from large positive effects to large negative effects across schools,
including across magnet schools in the same districts. The average effects across all sites were close to
zero and statistically insignificant.?®

Key finding #4. Research tells us little about which aspects or types of magnet schools most consistently
improve student achievement.

Clearly, many magnet schools, particularly oversubscribed magnet middle and high schools, have
positive effects on academic achievement. However, it is much less clear that the average magnet school
has positive effects on achievement. Given the apparent variation in magnet-school impacts, it would
be useful to identify aspects or types of magnet schools that consistently improve student achievement.
Unfortunately, studies that have found positive magnet-school effects say little about which aspects of
these schools contributed to achievement gains. Whether less racially and economically isolated
environments, the organization of instruction around a particular theme, enhanced resources, higher-
quality teachers, or some combination of these aspects accounts for magnet school effects remains
unclear.

Nor is it clear whether certain themes or types of magnet schools are particularly likely to have positive
effects on student achievement. A few older studies used admission lotteries to estimate the impacts
of career academies. Specialized vocational high schools predate magnet-school programs and typically
do not adopt district-wide integration as a primary goal. However, many career academies are schools
of choice that offer specialized curriculum and programming, and thus, share some of the key elements
that define magnet schools. Evaluations of career academies have found positive effects on academic
and labor-market outcomes, although the effect estimates varied across different subgroups of
students.*
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High schools with academic admission criteria, sometimes referred to as “exam schools,” are another
type of specialized school of choice that predates the magnet-school movement but that shares
important features of magnet schools. Several influential studies have examined exam schools. One
study analyzes a randomized lottery for elite, magnet gifted and talented programs and finds that
program participants performed better in science but not in other subjects.*’ Multiple studies have used
regression discontinuity designs to estimate the effects of “exam schools” in New York, Boston, and
Chicago and find null or small effects on test scores, college enroliment, the quality of college attended,
or college graduation.*!

Another study examines a large enough number of magnet schools to compare average impact
estimates across schools with different themes and to compare whole-school magnets and within-
school magnet programs. None of the several themes examined, including career prep and STEM,
showed positive effects on test scores, on average. It found positive effects on reading test scores for
magnet programs within a school, but these estimates were not robust across statistical models and it
found mostly negative effects for whole-school magnets.*> Again, it is difficult to say how far these
findings can be generalized beyond the magnet schools in this one school district, which had a very low
percentage of nonwhite and nonpoor students and which achieved only limited amounts of school
diversity.

Key finding #5. Magnet schools have helped urban districts retain high-achieving and socioeconomically
advantaged students, but these enrollments may come at the cost of increased stratification across
schools.

By comparing admission lottery winners and losers in an unidentified mid-size urban school district
using data from the 1998-99 academic year to the 2006—07 academic year, a study shows that magnet
programs helped the district attract and retain students from households that were at risk of leaving
the district. The households whose decision to leave the district was influenced by whether or not they
had access to a magnet school had higher incomes, more education, and children who scored higher
than their counterparts from the typical district household. It also finds that magnet schools were most
effective in attracting households that had young school-age children.®

Related to the notion that magnet schools help to attract and retain students in urban school districts
is the idea that magnet-school options can help attract families to neighborhoods in city districts. A few
studies show that policy changes that increased access to magnet schools in certain neighborhoods led
to increased property values and higher incomes among new homebuyers and decreased moves out of
those neighborhoods.**

These findings fit the image of magnet schools, particularly of selective magnet schools targeting high-
achieving students, as a way for urban school districts with declining enrollments to retain high-income
families and high-achieving students. Such a goal might be important to help ensure financial and other
forms of support for struggling school districts. Some have also advocated for using magnet schools as
part of coordinated efforts to promote the economic development of central cities.*’

However, creating schools that can help retain or attract high-income families and high achieving
students may come at the cost of increased stratification across schools within districts. Concerns that
magnet schools might increase stratification of this kind date back to the desegregation era. Using
survey data from a representative sample of 600 districts in the 1991-92 academic year, a study reports
that students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds and students with special needs were
underrepresented in magnet programs relative to their overall presence in the districts, a pattern that
was most pronounced in high-minority and low-income districts. This result suggests that magnet

(™) livehandbook 'k AEFP

Magnet Schools | Robert Bifulco



Pg.10

schools might increase the isolation of disadvantaged students in neighborhood schools as discussed
above.*

The primary means through which magnets might increase stratification by ability and socioeconomic
status is by selecting or being selected by students who are higher achieving than the students in the
schools they otherwise would have attended, a phenomenon sometimes referred to as cream-
skimming. This form of selection is perhaps most likely at the roughly 25% of magnet schools that use
academic criteria to make admission decisions, but it might also be a concern at other types of magnet
schools if higher-achieving students are more likely to exercise school choice. One recent paper directly
examines the question of whether or not magnet schools cream-skim. Using longitudinal statewide data
from two states, authors find that students with above-average achievement relative to their prior
school are 18 and 9 percentage points more likely to enter magnet schools than students with below-
average achievement in Tennessee and North Carolina, respectively.*” However, this study limits the
definition of magnet schools to those that have specialized academic programs targeting gifted and
talented students. This type of magnet might not be representative of the broader range of magnet
schools, and, specifically, might be much more likely to have selective admission criteria. Other schools
of choice in this study that do not have programs targeting gifted and talented students are
characterized as open-enrollment schools and may include some schools that others would consider
magnets. There was no evidence that this type of school engaged in cream-skimming.

Additionally, the effect of cream-skimming by magnet schools on the exposure of students in other
district schools to high-achieving or high-SES students can be complicated, particularly if a significant
proportion of high-achieving students in magnet schools would otherwise leave the district. Using data
from all students who began ninth grade in September 1996 in the school district of Philadelphia, a 2004
study compares the composition of ninth-grade student bodies at neighborhood high schools to what
that composition would be if every ninth grader in the district attended the high school to which they
were geographically assigned. The analysis shows that the composition of the lowest-achieving
neighborhood high schools was affected little by selective magnet schools because few of the students
zoned to these schools qualified for admission to the magnet schools. Rather, most students in selective
magnet schools were drawn from high schools with relatively high achieving attendance zones. The
study also finds that some nonselective magnet schools were more likely to attract relatively high-
achieving students from the most disadvantaged high schools.*®

These results suggest that the effects of magnet schools on the exposure of students in other schools
to high-achieving students are likely to depend on context. For instance, the effect of magnet schools
on the amount of stratification by achievement and SES is likely to depend on the degree of such
stratification in the absence of magnet schools. Additionally, the interaction of recruitment and
admission practices with pre-existing levels of stratification is likely to matter.
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Table 1: Summary of studies that estimate effects of magnet schools on academic achievement
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nonselective and one
selective magnet middle
schools in a large Southern
school district

lotteries

Study Years Covered | Sample Method Estimated Effects on Academic Achievement
Crain et al. (1992) 1988 Ninth graders in 133 career | Randomized admission Statistically significant gain in reading scores.?
magnet high school lotteries
programs in New York City
Gamoran (1996) 1988-90 Tenth graders in 48 stand- Matched comparison Statistically significant positive effects on tenth-grade science,
alone magnet high schools reading and social studies test scores; statistically insignificant
in NELS positive effects on tenth-grade math scores.?
Betts et al. (2006) 2002-04 Magnet school applicants in | Randomized admission Statistically significant positive effect of winning a magnet lottery at
San Diego lotteries the high school level on math achievement two and three years
later (0.2 s.d.). No significant effects for elementary and middle
schools, and no significant effects on reading.
Ballou (2007) 1998-2004 Applicants to four Randomized admission Statistically significant positive effect on math in fifth grade (18% of

normal years’ growth) and sixth grade (10% of normal years’
growth) for the selective magnet, and a statistically insignificant
effect on math in fifth grade and statistically significant positive
effect on math in sixth grade (54% of normal years’ growth) for
nonselective magnets
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Bifulco, Cobb, & Bell | 2004-07 Applicants to 19 middle- Randomized admission Three years of exposure to a magnet middle school increased
(2009) and high-school interdistrict | lotteries & matched reading achievement (0.15 s.d. for city students and 0.27 s.d. for
magnet schools in comparison group design suburban students) and math achievement (0.13 s.d. for city
Connecticut students and 0.10 s.d. for suburban students). Two years of
exposure to a magnet high school increased math scores (0.14 s.d.)
and reading scores (0.15 s.d.) for city students. High school effects
on suburban students were smaller and statistically insignificant.
Hastings, Nelson, & | 2006—09 Applicants to eight magnet Randomized admission Marginally significant positive effects of two years of exposure on
Zimmerman (2012) high schools in a midsize lotteries math (0.163 s.d.) and reading (0.183 s.d.). Statistically insignificant
urban district positive effect on writing.
Bui, Craig, & Imberman | 2008-10 Applicants to two Randomized admission Achievement in math and reading did not improve for students
(2014) oversubscribed, gifted and lotteries placed in the magnet school’s gifted and talented program. Lottery
talented magnet middle- winners attained a statistically significant 0.28 s.d. improvement in
school programs in a large science scores.
urban district in the
Southwest
Abdulkadiroglu et al. | 1997-2009 Applicants to six traditional | Regression discontinuity For Boston exam schools, small negative effects on math scores (-

(2014)

exam high schools
operating in Boston and
New York

0.053 s.d.), negative effects on seventh-grade English scores (-0.11

s.d.), and positive effects on tenth-grade English scores (0.095 s.d.).

For New York, null to small negative effects on math, English,
history, and science scores.
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Abdulkadiroglu, Angrist, | 2011-12 Applicants to nine exam Hybrid regression Statistically insignificant effects on tenth-grade math and reading
& Pathak (2017) high schools in Chicago discontinuity and propensity | scores.
score matching
Wang, Schweig, & 2010-13 24 magnet schools, located | Propensity score matching Mean effects across all 24 sites were -0.005 s.d. for math and 0.027
Herman (2017) in five urban school districts s.d. for reading, which are both statistically insignificant. School-
in four states that initially specific effects for math scores ranged from -0.397 to +0.417 s.d.,
received MSAP funding in and for reading scores, they ranged from -0.430 to 0.361 s.d.
the 2010-2011 academic Statistical tests rejected the null hypothesis that differences across
year schools were due solely to chance.
Berends & Waddington 2008-13 21 magnet schools in the Matched comparison group -0.07 to -0.14 s.d. for math scores and -0.04 to -0.11 for reading
(2018) greater urban Indianapolis design with student fixed scores. Statistical significance varied with the model used.
area effects
Harris (2019) 2007-14 121 magnet schools in one Matched comparison group | Negative effects for students zoned to a school with a magnet

of the nation’s largest
school districts

design with student fixed
effects

program (-0.058 s.d. for math scores and -0.038 s.d. for reading
scores), and null effects for non-magnet-school students in schools
with magnet programs and for students who chose magnet-school
programs.

a. Effects not reported in terms of normalized z-scores

(W) Live handbook

™ AEFP

Magnet Schools |

Robert Bifulco



Pg.14

Endnotes

1 Welch, Finis, and Audrey Light. 1987. New evidence on school desegregation. United States Commission on Civil Rights. Reber, Sarah J.
2005. Court-ordered desegregation: successes and failures integrating American schools since Brown versus Board of Education. Journal
of Human Resources 40(3): 559-90.

2 Siegel-Hawley, Genevieve, and Erica Frankenberg. 2013. Designing choice: Magnet school structures and racial diversity. In Educational
Delusions? Why Choice Can Deepen Inequality and How to Make Schools Fair. Edited by Gary Orfield and Erica Frankenberg. University of
California Press.

3 Goldring, Ellen, and Claire Smrekar. 2000. Magnet schools and the pursuit of racial balance. Education and Urban Society 33(1): 17-35.
Rossell, Christine H., and David J. Armor. 1996. The effectiveness of school desegregation plans, 1968-1991. American Politics Journal 24(3):
267-302.

4 Rossell, Christine H. 2005. Magnet schools: No longer famous, but still intact. Education Next 5(2): 44-49.

5 Goldring and Smerkar. 2000. Rossell. 2005. Steel, Lauri and Roger Levine. 1994. Educational Innovation in Multiracial Contexts: The
Growth of Magnet Schools in American Education. American Institutes for Research.

6 Steel and Levine. 1994.

7 Rossell. 2005. https://www.hoover.org/publications/ednext/3397816.html

8 Siegel-Hawley and Frankenberg. 2013.

° Rossell. 2005.

0 Magnet Schools of America. A snapshot of magnet schools in America. file:///C:/Users/rbifulco/OneDrive%20-
%20Syracuse%20University/Documents/Research/Magnet%20School%20Review/Snapshot-of-Magnet-Schools-in-America.pdf.

1 Goldring and Smerkar. 2000.

2 Steel and Levine. 1994.

3 For a review, see Hawley, Willis D., and Mark A. Smylie. 1988. The contribution of school desegregation to academic achievement and
racial integration. In Eliminating Racism. Perspectives in Social Psychology. Edited by Phyllis A. Katz and Damas A. Taylor. Springer.

4 This analysis ignores any effect that magnet schools might have on residential choices. The comparisons he presents might overstate the
effect of magnet schools on segregation, if magnet schools help to reduce residential segregation across attendance zones.

15 Rossell, Christine H. 1983. Applied social science research: What does it say about the effectiveness of school desegregation plans?
Journal Of Legal Studies 12(1): 69-108.

Rossell, Christine H. 1990. The carrot or the stick for school desegregation policy? Urban Affairs Quarterly 25(3): 474-499. Welch and Light.
1987.

16 Rossell. 1990.

7 Rossell and Armor. 1996.

8 Rossell, Christine H. 2003. The desegregation efficiency of magnet schools. Urban Affairs Review 38(5): 697-725.

19 Yon, Maria, Catherine Nesbit, and Bob Algozzine. 1998. Racial and social class isolation in magnet schools. Journal of Research in
Childhood Education 13(1): 77-84. Bush, Lawson, Hansel Burley, and Tonia Causey-Bush. Magnet schools: Desegregation or resegregation?
Students’ voices from inside the walls. American Secondary Education 29(3): 33-50. Gersti-Pepin, Cynthia. 2002. Magnet schools: A
retrospective case study of segregation. High School Journal 85(3): 47-52.

20 Grooms, Ain A., and Shaneka Williams. 2015. The reversed role of magnets in St. Louis: Implications for black student outcomes. Urban
Education 50(4): 454-473.

21 Cook, Jason. 2018. Race-blind admissions, school segregation, and student outcomes: Evidence from race-blind magnet school lotteries
(DP No. 11909). IZA Institute of Labor Economics.

22 Bifulco, Robert, Casey D. Cobb, and Courtney Bell. 2009. Can interdistrict choice boost student achievement? The case of Connecticut’s
interdistrict magnet school program. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis 31(4): 323-345.

23 At the time of these studies, most interdistrict magnet schools in Connecticut set aside a negotiated number of seats for each district
participating in the school. Because of the high levels of segregation across districts, policies that promoted demographic enrollment
balance across districts often served to promote racial diversity. Additionally, the magnet-school funding formula included incentives for
greater racial balance.

24 Harris, Julie C. 2022. Integrating urban schools in a modern context: Roadblocks and challenges with the use of magnet schools. Urban
Education 57(3): 365-400.

25 Sohoni, Deneesh, and Salvatore Saporito. 2009. Mapping school segregation: Using GIS to explore racial segregation between schools
and their corresponding attendance areas. American Journal of Education 115(4): 569-600.

26 Bifulco, Robert, Helen F. Ladd, and Stephen L. Ross. 2009. Public school choice and integration evidence from Durham, North Carolina.
Social Science Research 38(1):71-85.

27 Hammond, Robert G., and Sui Wu. 2022. Reassignment policies and school stratification. Educational Policy 36(6): 1373-1406.

2 Bifulco, Robert. 2012. Can nonexperimental estimates replicate estimates based on random assignment in evaluations of school choice?
A within-study comparison. Journal of Policy Analysis and Management 31(3): 729-751.

(™ livehandbook Wk AEFP

Magnet Schools | Robert Bifulco


https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED293936.pdf
file:///C:/Users/samey/Downloads/Court-ordered%20desegregation:%20successes%20and%20failures%20integrating%20American%20schools%20since%20Brown%20versus%20Board%20of%20Education
https://doi.org/10.1525/california/9780520274730.003.0005
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013124500331003
https://doi.org/10.1177/1532673X9602400301
https://doi.org.libezproxy2.syr.edu/https:/www.hoover.org/publications/ednext/3397816.html
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED370232.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED370232.pdf
https://doi.org.libezproxy2.syr.edu/%20%20%20https:/www.hoover.org/publications/ednext/3397816.html
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4899-0818-6_14
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4899-0818-6_14
https://doi.org/10.1086/467715
https://doi.org/10.1177/004208169002500308
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/249734846_The_Desegregation_Efficiency_of_Magnet_Schools
https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/racial-social-class-isolation-magnet-schools/docview/203888780/se-2
https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/magnet-schools-desegregation-resegregation/docview/1297770336/se-2
https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/magnet-schools-desegregation-resegregation/docview/1297770336/se-2
https://muse.jhu.edu/journals/high_school_journal/toc/hsj85.3.html
https://muse.jhu.edu/journals/high_school_journal/toc/hsj85.3.html
https://doi-org.libezproxy2.syr.edu/10.1177/0042085913516131
https://docs.iza.org/dp11909.pdf
https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373709340917
https://doi.org/10.3102/0162373709340917
https://doi-org.libezproxy2.syr.edu/10.1177/0042085918802616
https://doi-org.libezproxy2.syr.edu/10.1086/599782
https://doi-org.libezproxy2.syr.edu/10.1086/599782
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2008.10.001
https://doi-org.libezproxy2.syr.edu/10.1177/0895904820964745
https://doi-org.libezproxy2.syr.edu/10.1002/pam.20637
https://doi-org.libezproxy2.syr.edu/10.1002/pam.20637

Pg.15

2% Gamoran, Adam. 1996. Do magnet schools boost achievement? Educational Leadership 54(2): 42-46.

30 Cullen, Julie Berry, Brian A. Jacob, and Steven Levitt. 2006. The effect of school choice on participants. Econometrica 74(5): 1191-1230.
This study uses admission lotteries to evaluate 19 “schools of choice” in Chicago and does not find significant effects on academic outcomes
for attending one of these schools. However, it does not identify how many of these schools are magnet schools, nor does it provide
separate estimates for those that are magnets.

31 Betts, Julien R., Lorien A. Rice, Andrew C. Zau, Y. Emily Tang, and Cory R. Koedel. 2006. Does school choice work? Effects on student
integration and academic achievement. Public Policy Institute of California.

32 Ballou, Dale. 2007. Magnet schools and peers: Effects on student achievement. (Unpublished paper).

33 Bifulco, Cobb, and Bell. 2009.

34 Hastings, Justine S., Christopher A. Neilson, and Seth D. Zimmerman. 2012. The effect of school choice on intrinsic motivation and
academic outcomes (Working Paper 18324). National Bureau of Economic Research.

35 See also Bifulco. 2012.

36 Berends, Mark, and R. Joseph Waddington. 2018. School choice in Indianapolis: Effects of charter, magnet, private, and traditional public
schools. Education Finance and Policy 13(2): 227-255.

37 Harris, Julie C. 2019. Changing context: Do magnet schools improve student achievement in a modern setting? Journal of School Choice
13(3): 305-334.

38 Wang, Jia, Jonathan D. Schweig, and Joan L. Herman. 2017. Is there a magnet-school effect? A multisite study of MSAP-funded magnet
schools. Journal of Education for Students Placed at Risk 22(2): 77-99.

39 Crain, Robert et al. 1992. The effectiveness of New York City’s career magnet schools: An evaluation of ninth grade performance using an
experimental design. National Center of Research in Vocational Education. Kemple, James, and Jason C. Snipes. 2000. Career academies:
Impacts on students’ engagement and performance in high school. Manpower Demonstration Research Corp. Kemple, James and Judith
Scott-Clayton. 2004. Career academies: Impacts on labor market outcomes and educational attainment. MDRC.

40 Bui, Sa A., Steven G. Craig, and Scott A. Imberman. 2014. |s gifted education a bright idea? Assessing the impact of gifted and talented
programs on students. American Economic Journal: Economic Policy 6(3): 30-62.

4t Abdulkadiroglu, Atila, Joshua D. Angrist, Yusuke Narita, Parag A. Pathak, and Roman A. Zarate 2017. Regression discontinuity in serial
dictatorship: Achievement effects at Chicago’s exam schools. American Economic Review 107(5): 240-245. Abdulkadiroglu, Atila, Joshua D.
Angrist, and Parag A. Pathak. 2014. The elite illusion: Achievement effects at Boston and New York exam schools. Econometrica 82(1): 137-
196. Dobbie, Will and Ronold G. Fryer. 2014. The impact of attending a school with high-achieving peers: Evidence from the New York City
exam schools. American Economic Journal: Applied Economics 6(3): 58-75.

42 Harris. 2019.

43 Engberg, John, Dennis Epple, Jason Imbrogno, Holger Sieg, and Ron Zimmer. 2009. Estimation of causal effects in experiments with
multiple sources of noncompliance (Working Paper: 14842). National Bureau of Economic Research.

4 Bonilla-Mejia, Leonardo, Esteban Lopez, and Daniel McMillen. 2019. House prices and school choice: Evidence from Chicago's magnet
schools' proximity lottery. Journal of Regional Science 60(1): 33-55.

Billings, Stephen, Eric Brunner, and Stephen L. Ross. 2014. The housing and educational consequences of the school choice provisions of
NCLB: Evidence from Charlotte, NC (Working Papers: 2014-21). University of Connecticut, Department of Economics.

4 Orfield, Myron, and Will Stancil. 2022. Magnet schools and metropolitan civil rights planning: A strategy to revitalize and stabilize
distressed communities. Learning Policy Institute.

46 Steel and Levine. 1994. Saporito. 2003.

47 Kho, Adam, Ron Zimmer, and Andrew McEachin. 2022. A descriptive analysis of cream skimming and pushout in choice versus traditional
public schools. Education Finance and Policy 17(1): 160-187.

48 Neild, Ruth C. 2004. The effects of magnet schools on neighborhood high schools: An examination of achievement among entering
freshmen. Journal of Education for Students Placed at Risk 9(1): 1-21.

Suggested citation

Bifulco, Robert (2025). "Magnet Schools," in Live Handbook of Research on Education Finance and Policy, in Douglas Harris
(ed.), Association for Education Finance and Policy, viewed MM/DD/YYYY, <WEB LINK>.

@ livehandbook W AEFP

Magnet Schools | Robert Bifulco


https://pricetheory.uchicago.edu/levitt/Papers/schoolchoicelottery.pdf
https://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/rs_archive/pubs/report/R_806JBR.pdf
https://www.ppic.org/wp-content/uploads/rs_archive/pubs/report/R_806JBR.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED504971.pdf
https://www.nber.org/papers/w18324
https://www.nber.org/papers/w18324
https://libezproxy.syr.edu/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/school-choice-indianapolis-effects-charter-magnet/docview/2064770914/se-2
https://libezproxy.syr.edu/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/scholarly-journals/school-choice-indianapolis-effects-charter-magnet/docview/2064770914/se-2
https://doi-org.libezproxy2.syr.edu/10.1080/15582159.2019.1594605
https://doi-org.libezproxy2.syr.edu/10.1080/10824669.2017.1292853
https://doi-org.libezproxy2.syr.edu/10.1080/10824669.2017.1292853
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED344064.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED344064.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED441075.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED441075.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED484616.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1257/pol.6.3.30
https://doi.org/10.1257/pol.6.3.30
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.p20171111
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/aer.p20171111
https://doi.org/10.3982/ECTA10266
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w14842/w14842.pdf
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w14842/w14842.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/jors.12447
https://doi.org/10.1111/jors.12447
https://media.economics.uconn.edu/working/2014-21.pdf
https://media.economics.uconn.edu/working/2014-21.pdf
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/magnet-schools-housing-desegregation-report
https://learningpolicyinstitute.org/product/magnet-schools-housing-desegregation-report
https://doi.org/10.1162/edfp_a_00333
https://doi.org/10.1162/edfp_a_00333
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0272-7757(03)00076-1
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0272-7757(03)00076-1

	Magnet Schools
	Introduction
	Key findings
	A brief history
	Evidence
	Endnotes


