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Prior to the fall of 2002, the Charlotte-Mecklenburg public school district (CMS) operated under a racial desegregation order for three decades. In September 2001, the U.S. Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals declared the school district “unitary” and ordered the district to dismantle the race-based student assignment plan. In December of 2001, the school board voted to approve a new district-wide public school choice plan. In the spring of 2002, parents were asked to submit their top three choices of school programs for each child. Each student was assigned a “home school” in her neighborhood, and was guaranteed admission to this school if she was not admitted to any of her top three choices. Admission to non-guaranteed schools was determined by a lottery system. The implementation of the school choice program resulted in a large redistricting of home school assignments, with approximately 50 percent of parcels being assigned to a new school.

Approximately one third of the schools in the district were oversubscribed. Under the lottery

system, students choosing non-home schools were first assigned to priority groups and student admission within priority group was then determined by a lottery number. The priority groups were:

Priority 1: Student attended the school in the prior year.

Priority 2: Free-lunch eligible student applying to school where less than half the students were free-lunch eligible.

Priority 3: Student applying to a school within her geographic choice zone.2

Under the lottery system, students listing a given school as their first choice were sorted by priority group and a randomly assigned lottery number.3(The random number was assigned by a computer using an algorithm that we verified with CMS computer programmers. Parents do not know their lottery numbers at the time of submitting their choice forms to CMS.)

 Slots remaining after home school students were accounted for were assigned in order of priority group and random number.4 (Once any sibling was admitted to a school, other siblings could choose to attend the school. In other words, if two siblings list the same school as their first choice, their lottery number is effectively set to the minimum of their individual lottery numbers.)

If a school was not filled by those who had listed it as a first choice, the lottery would repeat the process with those listing the school as a second choice, using the same priority groups as above. For most oversubscribed schools, seats were filled by the time the second choices came up.

From: Gender and Performance: Evidence from School Assignment by Randomized Lottery NBER paper 2006 Justine S. Hastings, Thomas J. Kane & Douglas O. Staiger

   Current (2006) applications:           http://www.cms.k12.nc.us/programs/magnet/Applying.pdf
