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Unified (or common) enrollment is a centralized approach to managing the student application and
enrollment processes in settings with school choice options. In recent years, many cities and districts with
choice programs—such as charter schools and intradistrict choice plans—have created unified enrollment
(UE) systems. These systems differ from one another but share two core features in common. First, UE
systems centralize the application process. That is, families can apply to multiple schools with a single
application, typically by ranking their preferred choices. Second, UE systems centralize the placement
process. They use a placement algorithm to assign students to schools based on applicant requests, seat
availability, and school priorities (such as sibling or geographic priority). Proponents of UE systems believe
that they can improve the efficiency, fairness, and transparency of highly decentralized, choice-heavy
systems. To understand how those benefits arise—and what might prevent them from arising—it helps to
understand the challenges faced by decentralized systems where each school runs its own application and
enrollment process.

A wave of school choice reforms in the early 2000s introduced new complexities to the school enrollment
process. Typically, when students attend locally assigned public schools, the enrollment process is
straightforward. It might require families to submit routine paperwork, such as residency and
immunization forms, but it does not require them to submit applications or fulfill admissions
requirements. Additionally, there is no risk that their children will be denied a seat because the school is
full. School choice programs such as charter schools and interdistrict choice processes are different. They
generally require families to apply to schools, and they need a mechanism for handling scenarios where
the number of applicants exceeds the number of seats available.

By the beginning of the 2010s, studies of charter school “market share” were showing that strikingly large
proportions of students in U.S. cities were enrolling in charter schools.l Moreover, families in many of
these cities could choose from magnet schools, public schools outside of their school boundary, and/or
voucher-funded private schools. This situation amounted to highly decentralized choice settings that
presented enrollment-related challenges to families, school leaders, and system leaders alike. Families
needed to collect information, submit an application to each school individually (in accordance with
school-specific requirements and deadlines), and complete the enrollment process. School leaders had to
manage their own application and selection processes (e.g., using random lotteries) and then plan for the
coming school year without knowing how many of the students to whom they offered admission would
ultimately enroll. System leaders had no way to efficiently match students to schools and had limited
visibility into schools’ enrollment practices.

These decentralized enrollment settings are vulnerable to certain inefficiencies, inequities, and
problematic behaviors. For example, parents might need to travel around their city during school hours
to submit applications in person. Doing so can be especially challenging for those with inflexible work
hours or difficulty in accessing transportation. School leaders have to make staffing decisions amid
considerable uncertainty about their upcoming enroliment and funding levels. In fact, families might have
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incentives to collect multiple offers, and the system has no centralized mechanism to prevent this behavior
or sort through families’ requests to make placements in a strategic way.

UE systems present possible solutions to these problems. They can reduce the burdens involved in
applying to schools, eliminate the need for each school to manage its own enrollment process, and use
algorithms designed to make school placements that efficiently match students to schools. In doing so,
they have the potential to mitigate inequities in school choice, improve transparency, and help more
families enroll in schools that serve their children well. However, research shows that simply installing a
UE system is not enough to ensure that the system fulfills this potential. How—and for whom—a system
works can fundamentally depend on policymakers’ actions and decisions.

Key findings

Key finding #1: Research shows that UE systems can make the application process easier for families,
reduce the amount of burden and uncertainty for school leaders, and match students to schools more
efficiently. However, it also shows that families need support in navigating UE systems.

Today’s UE systems use placement algorithms grounded in extensive research on market design. These
systems are designed in ways that can make the application process relatively easy for families and result
in an efficient matching of students to schools. However, public misunderstandings and distrust can
prevent people from interacting with UE systems in the ways that their designers intended.

Key finding #2: Overall, moving from decentralized enrollment to UE seems to have only modest effects
on student enrollment patterns and outcomes, at least in the short run. However, the evidence on this
matter is limited, and the effects can vary across contexts and time horizons.

Research on UE systems nationwide finds little overall change in the degree of racial and socioeconomic
segregation when cities adopt UE (relative to changes in cities that never implement UE). However, since
UE systems remain relatively young, the long-term effects are uncertain. Additionally, nationwide studies
can mask important, city-specific effects since UE systems differ from one another in their designs and
contexts.

Key finding #3: UE systems present policymakers with many decisions about system design. These
decisions have implications for efficiency, equity, and transparency.

Policymakers must decide on issues such as what type of placement algorithm to use, which students
should receive priority in the placement process, whether to use a single round or multiple rounds of
placement, and how the post-match enrollment process works for families seeking a new or different
school. Research indicates that decisions on these issues can matter. For example, geographic priorities
can make popular schools less accessible to marginalized groups.

Key finding #4: UE systems offer opportunities to learn about families’ preferences for and experiences
with schools—and opportunities to use what is learned to inform decision-making.

Much of the existing research on UE systems uses families’ ranked school requests to draw inferences
about which school characteristics families value. This research generally finds that families prefer schools
that are closer to home and that are “higher-quality” schools, although the findings related to quality are
nuanced. Studies have also indicated preferences for certain student demographic profiles and school
programs. System leaders can use this demand information to make decisions about school openings,
closings, and other aspects of “portfolio management”. However, both system leaders and researchers
should be aware of the limitations of these studies. In particular, some families might not request certain
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types of schools—such as academically high-performing schools—because they confront barriers that
keep them out.

Understudied issues

Today’s UE systems differ from one another in meaningful ways. Such differences include whether the
systems are sector-specific or cross-sector systems (e.g., include both district and charter schools) and
whether they operate in places with major transportation or information barriers. These differences
complicate our ability to generalize findings across locales. Policymakers would benefit from having more
rigorous, city-specific research that can speak to the outcomes and issues specific to their places of work.

Policy considerations

Policymakers should be clear about the goals that they have for their school choice enrollment process. If
the goals are to produce large, short-term changes in enrollment patterns or student outcomes, then the
literature suggests that transitioning to UE may be insufficient to achieve such goals on its own (without
accompanying policies). If the goals are to make the school choice process easier for families and more
efficient in matching students to schools, then adopting a UE system could be a promising approach.
Regardless, policymakers should pay attention to the details of system design and the context in which
these systems operate. They should also be aware that the literature on UE systems is modest but growing
and that the effects of UE in other contexts might not generalize well to their own context.

Evidence

Key finding #1: Research shows that UE systems can make the application process easier for families,
reduce the amount of burden and uncertainty for school leaders, and match students to schools more
efficiently. However, it also shows that families need support in navigating UE systems.

UE systems have two core components: a single, centralized application that families can use to apply to
multiple schools and a mechanism for making school placements.

Some UE systems began with a common application and then incorporated a placement algorithm. The
use of a single application offers benefits relative to school-specific applications. First, it reduces the
burden and stress involved in applying to many schools individually. Doing so proved especially
burdensome in places where schools used many different deadlines and application processes, including
requirements to apply in person. Second, a common application might help families learn about schools
that they otherwise would not have considered—and stir governments and nonprofits to provide more
standardized information about schools’ offerings and performance.2 These benefits could be particularly
important for helping certain families overcome barriers to school access. Such families include those who
lack the job flexibility or transportation access to drop off applications during school hours. However,
completing a common application can present challenges of its own, with some having equity
implications. For example, many UE systems have early deadlines for their main round applications
(typically, 6—12 months before the school year begins). Missing that one application deadline could
severely reduce a family’s chances of obtaining a seat in a popular school.? Nonetheless, most research
emphasizes the benefits of moving to a single application for reducing administrative burden, especially
for marginalized populations.

The second component of UE systems is the mechanism (algorithm) for placing students in schools.
Algorithms make placements based on applicants’ ranked requests, the seat availability in schools, system

priorities (e.g., geographic or sibling priority), and/or lottery numbers. Today’s placement algorithms are
grounded in a rich literature on market design, including pioneering work by Alvin Roth and Lloyd Shapley
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that led to a Nobel Prize in Economic Sciences. This economics literature provides the theories and
assumptions underlying school choice mechanisms. It also contains analyses and debates about the
relative merits of different types of mechanisms, including deferred-acceptance (DA) algorithms and top-
trading cycles (TTC).# Many of today’s systems use DA algorithms with the key property of being “strategy
proof.” That is, an applicant’s best strategy, selfishly, is to rank schools in the applicant’s true order of
preference. The applicant cannot game the algorithm with an alternate strategy (e.g., ranking a less
preferred but less popular school first). Those interested in reading more about how these algorithms
work can find both detailed summaries of the theories underlying these algorithms® and illustrations that
translate the algorithms into layperson’s language.®

One author reviewed the empirical research on school choice mechanisms. He observed that the most
important determinants of how a UE system operates are not necessarily the details of algorithm design
(e.g., DA or TTC) but, rather, “basic issues” of policy design.” Such issues include whether users understand
how the system works and how placements are made after the initial algorithm-based matching process
is complete.

There is evidence of challenges along these lines. For example, a series of interviews with New Orleans
parents revealed several common myths about how the placement algorithm works.8 If applicants make
decisions based on misguided beliefs about their optimal strategy, then they could undermine their
chances of obtaining a desired placement.? Other research indicates that applicants are not ranking as
many schools as they should in the main round, leaving themselves vulnerable to not receiving a
placement when the most options are available.10

Interestingly, misconceptions have arisen even though the optimal strategy seems relatively easy to
explain: rank schools in your true order of preference (until you run out of rows in the application or
schools that you would consider). It is possible that these instructions are not being understood clearly

enough. It is also possible that, for some applicants, distrust, not misinformation, is the primary obstacle.
11

In summary, research on centralized enroliment shows that UE systems have considerable potential to
improve the school choice enrollment process relative to highly decentralized settings. It also shows that
simply installing a UE system—without accompanying supports—is not enough to fulfill that potential.
Today’s UE systems are built on theoretically elegant algorithms. However, they operate in complicated
social contexts with imperfect users, and the interactions between users and systems define how these
systems operate.

Key finding #2: Overall, moving from decentralized enrollment to UE seems to have only modest effects
on student enrollment patterns and outcomes, at least in the short run. However, the evidence on this
matter is limited, and the effects can vary across contexts and time horizons.

Compared to the vast literature on school choice mechanisms, few studies have assessed how the
implementation of a UE system affects student enrollment patterns or outcomes. One contributing factor
is that it is empirically challenging to identify the effects of moving to UE. This is especially true for
multicity, nationwide studies. Consider some of the challenges involved in estimating causal effects.

Cities tend to implement UE systems over a multiyear period. Rather than flipping an “on” switch that
moves all schools (and seats) from decentralized enrollment to UE, a city might start with a common
application and later move to a placement algorithm. Additionally, more schools, sectors, or grade levels
might join (or exit) the UE system over time. This possibility makes it difficult to distinguish a clear,
“untreated” pre-UE period from a clear, “treated” UE period.
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Most UE systems include only a subset of the sectors, schools, or grade levels that they could potentially
include.12 This raises questions about how much impact a UE system could realistically have on citywide
enrollment patterns or outcomes.

The types of cities that adopt a UE system might simultaneously adopt other policies—or have other
conditions—that independently affect student enrollment patterns or outcomes. For example, a city that
moves to UE in hopes of facilitating more choice might also invest in its student transportation system. If
researchers find that students are enrolling in schools farther from home, then should that finding be
attributed to the new UE system or to the improved transportation offerings? These types of issues
present challenges to researchers using difference-in-differences and interrupted time series designs.
UE systems differ from one another in key respects. Such differences include which schools participate
and which students receive the highest-priority access to oversubscribed schools. Even with results from
a high-quality, nationwide study, it might be hard to assess how those findings generalize to a particular
setting.

One study examined the country’s 100 largest school districts and identified which of those districts used
a centralized school lottery (roughly half of them, with more at the high school level than at the
elementary school level).13 It measured the racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic segregation of those districts
in 2003—before any of them had adopted a centralized lottery—and again in 2018 once those lotteries
were in place. Using a difference-in-differences strategy, the study determined that centralized lotteries
probably had a null net effect on segregation. It found suggestive evidence that centralized systems might
have played “a role in diminishing white flight from public school systems.” However, the authors of the
study were careful to note the crudeness of their approach since cities adopted UE systems at various
points over this long period of time (and other factors might have affected segregation).

Other researchers have examined city-specific enrollment trends, and their findings have been mixed.
Research from Chicago indicated that the move to the GoCPS platform reduced problems associated with
students receiving multiple offers but did not have strong effects on the share of students enrolling in
high-performing high schools.* In New Orleans, where individual schools entered UE in different years,
schools that previously enrolled a highly disproportionate number of white students appeared to enroll
more nonwhite students after they entered OneApp (due to overall enrollment increases, not a
corresponding decline in white enrollment).’> The New Orleans study did not find much evidence of
effects on student or school outcomes. In Washington, DC, researchers found little overall change in
desegregation trends after MySchoolDC adoption, but they found evidence of increasing segregation in
high- and low-income areas.16

The literature on UE systems would benefit from having more research that examines the effects of UE
adoption, as well as more guidance regarding how policymakers might think about the generalizability of
these studies to their local contexts.

Key finding #3: UE systems present policymakers with many decisions about system design. These
decisions have implications for efficiency, equity, and transparency.

UE systems require policymakers to make an assortment of decisions about how to design these systems
and their surrounding infrastructure (e.g., information and transportation offerings). Researchers have
examined the implications of some of these decisions. On other matters, the evidence is less clear.

As described under key finding #1, many academic articles in economics explore the relative benefits and
drawbacks of different school choice mechanisms (e.g., DA algorithms, TTC mechanisms, and “the Boston
mechanism”).1” Some studies have examined the placement priorities embedded in these algorithms that
determine which students are offered seats when the number of requests exceeds the number of seats
available. Not only which priorities are used but also how those priorities are implemented is important.18
For example, priorities tend to be hierarchical, where one priority—or one combination of priorities—has
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a larger impact on placements than does another. A low-ranking priority might not have much influence
on placements. Similarly, whether a priority applies to all seats or only a subset of them (a “partial”
priority) can influence how much impact that priority ultimately has on placement patterns.

A study of school choice placements in New Orleans found that when Black and white applicants
submitted the same first-choice request for kindergarten, white applicants were more likely to obtain a
placement.!® This occurred without there being any racial priorities in the placement algorithm. Rather,
white applicants benefitted from being more likely to have geographic priority at oversubscribed schools.
In New York City, researchers have described barriers to access related to school admissions priorities and
requirements (e.g., requirements to attend open houses).2? One study simulated the potential effects of
removing academic and other criteria in New York. It showed that doing so could produce sizable declines
in middle school segregation.2!

Another set of questions for policymakers relates to which schools should participate—and how much say
those schools should have over how they participate. Allowing individual school leaders to determine
whether to participate may lead to a situation in which the most popular (and perhaps highest-
performing) schools have incentives to stay out.22 Allowing individual school leaders to have a say in
defining their own priorities, as some systems do, could hinder efforts to make high-performing schools
accessible to marginalized groups.23

Other decisions relate to structural issues, such as how many schools families should be able to rank and
how many rounds of selection will occur. Today’s UE systems differ in these characteristics. Theoretically,
there are benefits to allowing families to request more schools, including for avoiding situations where
applicants could request the maximum number of schools allowed and still not receive a placement in any
school. In practice, the impacts depend on how families respond to having the option to request more
schools. For example, applicants might not make use of additional options because they struggle to make
distinctions after their top choices. Furthermore, while this issue has not been studied carefully in the
school choice context, some applicants might become overwhelmed by the invitation to request a large
number of options—and respond by requesting fewer of them. Regarding the number of rounds, one
study found that a second round allowed applicants who were dissatisfied with their initial placement to
find seats in schools that are more similar, observably, to the school that they had ranked first.2* However,
policymakers must grapple with the implications of multiple rounds for their school choice calendars.?>
Early deadlines can create their own challenges, with potential implications for equitable access.

This list of the decisions that policymakers confront is far from complete. For example, policymakers must
decide what type of information to present and how to structure it.26 In doing so, they might, intentionally
or not, nudge families toward certain schools (e.g., highly rated schools). Policymakers must also consider
what additional supports families might need, which includes the possibility of specialized supports for
groups with specialized needs, such as immigrant families and families of students with disabilities.

Key finding #4: UE systems offer opportunities to learn about families’ preferences for and experiences
with schools—and opportunities to use what is learned to inform decision-making.

UE systems generate troves of data about families” desires for schools. Such data come from the ranked
lists of school requests that applicants submit. This type of information does not exist in traditional district
settings. It also does not exist in highly decentralized school choice environments, where rankings are not
made explicit and collecting application data is more challenging.

This presents opportunities for system leaders as well as researchers. System leaders can learn about the
specific schools that are popular (or unpopular) with families as well as the school characteristics

associated with their popularity. They can also work with researchers to learn from lottery-based
evaluations of school or program performance.?”
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Early research on UE systems considered the potential benefits from system leaders’ use of these data to
inform decision-making on matters such as what types of schools to open and where.2® Since then,
however, there has been little exploration of how system leaders are using these data—or how they could
use the data more effectively. The field would benefit from more qualitative research on these issues.

Several studies have examined applicants’ rank-ordered school requests to draw inferences about families’
preferences.?? These studies use various regression-based approaches to identify which school
characteristics are associated with schools being ranked 1) on more people’s applications and 2) higher on
those applications. Perhaps the most consistent takeaway from these studies is that families prefer
schools that are closer to home. Some researchers also find preferences for certain demographic profiles
or school programs. Most find evidence that applicants value school quality, although these findings are
nuanced. For example, research from New York City suggests that parents value having higher-achieving
peers but not having stronger value-added school performance (conditional on peer achievement).3?
However, a randomized experiment in New Orleans found that families incorporated data on value-added
performance when such data were sent directly to them.31 This study found especially strong effects for
families of students with disabilities. Some studies find evidence suggesting that different subgroups value
different indicators of school quality.

A study of Denver school requests found that parents of different racial and ethnic groups share a desire
for high-performing schools.32 However, the authors of the study noted that school requests differ
markedly across groups, largely due to differences in these groups’ proximity to high-performing schools.
A study in Chicago made similar observations about the unequal barriers that different groups encounter
in the choice system.33

These differences underscore an important limitation in the use of applicants’ school requests to make
inferences about their preferences. Applicants may not request schools that they would, in fact, want for
their children if they encounter barriers along the way. For example, if a parent lacks reliable
transportation and the highest-performing schools are hard to reach, that parent may not request those
high-performing schools. This could be the case even if school performance is the parent’s top criterion
when evaluating schools. These different reasons for requesting schools can be difficult or impossible to
tease apart in data, and they have implications for how we should interpret group differences in school
requests.
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