
Fairness in Secondary Specialty Centers and Magnet School Admissions:

Contending with the Equity-Excellence Tension 
This review of research considered the fairness of magnet school and specialty center admissions processes.  Are criteria appropriate?  Is there an under-representation of minority/low socioeconomic groups in such schools and programs?  If so, what built-in and unforeseen bias exists in the admissions process? What can be learned from programs that are working to overcome these admissions-related problems? 

Creating magnet schools/specialty center demographics that approach the diversity of their wider districts requires more than just scrutiny of particular admissions mechanisms.  Consequently, this review took into account the differing aims of magnet schools/specialty programs—whether they exist primarily to increase diversity within schools and/or districts or to provide specialized opportunity for a select group of identified students.  Additionally, the political environments within which such programs, and even within which theoretical conversations about school choice operate, were also considered.  This politicization is confronted to help policymakers see beyond political dimensions in order to make educationally sound decisions. 

This review examined some of the ways in which magnet schools/specialty center arrangements can actually exacerbate inequity in public schooling with the hope that such examples can serve as cautionary tales.  The review concluded with recommendations of how to work toward fair and equitable admissions in magnet schools/specialty programs, such as providing as much information to families as early as is possible, using multiple measures for admissions, and not over-relying on prefabricated “how to” guides, as the unique context of each magnet school/specialty center demands that caring, empowered school personnel exercise their judgment as programs are created and maintained. 

For more information about this study contact Metropolitan Educational Research consortium at 804-828-0478 or visit our webpage: www.vcu.edu/eduweb/merc for a copy of the final report.
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