
   
 

Potential Boundary Changes to Alleviate Capacity Concerns 
In the Madison Metropolitan School District, several schools are around or above 100% of their calculated K-12 student 
capacity and well above the ideal operating level of 90% of capacity. As a result, MMSD administration has recommended 
facilities improvements to alleviate capacity concerns, but others have suggested that boundary changes may be an 
alternative option. 
 
The Research & Program Evaluation Office was asked to explore the feasibility of moving students from the schools that 
are relatively full where facilities improvements were recommended to other schools that are relatively less full. In this 
report, we explore six hypothetical moves of this nature. 

Six Considerations 

In 2007, the Board of Education adopted six considerations to use when redrawing boundary lines. These considerations 
are: 

1. Reasonable Bus Routes - Every attempt will be made to keep bus routes no more than 45 minutes in 
duration one way. 

2. Five-Year Rule - No area will be required to change schools, as a result of boundary line changes, more than 
once during a five-year span. 

3. Grandfather 4th and 5th Grade - Grandfathering 4th- and 5th-grade students will be considered when 
boundary lines are redrawn, and every effort will be made to allow 5th graders to remain at their school 

4. Desirable School Size - School size of two sections per grade level to a maximum of 650 students is 
desirable. However, whenever possible, school sizes of approximately 450 students will be created 

5. Avoid Low-Income Concentrations - Every attempt will be made to avoid creating schools with high 
concentrations of low-income families. Creating large schools (over 500 students) with high densities of students 
from low-income households will be avoided whenever possible. 

6. Keep Neighborhoods Intact - Efforts will be made to keep geographically and historically defined 
neighborhoods together and to consider the proximity of students to a school when redrawing boundary lines. 
Every effort will be made to protect the ability of students to walk to school, rather than needing to be 
transported.  

Other Factors to Consider 

Beyond the six considerations, there are several other factors to consider when contemplating boundary changes.  First, 
changes to student demographics beyond low-income concentrations are important, including the effect on the student 
population in terms of race/ethnicity, special education status, and English language learners.   

In addition, we should also remember that redrawing boundary lines at the elementary level may not only affect the 
elementary school a child attends, but also the middle and high school (i.e., their feeder pattern).  As such, the ideal state 
is to have minimal disruption in that feeder pattern, while still moving students in ways that deal with capacity concerns.   

Boundary change discussions should also keep in mind that students and families do have options that allow them to not 
attend their neighborhood school, including open enrollment, internal transfer, and charter schools.  Therefore, deciding 
to move an attendance boundary does not guarantee that students who previously attended their neighborhood school 
would continue to do so with the new boundaries. 

Finally, there are important political considerations that play into boundary changes.  These decisions are likely to elicit 
strong and often emotional responses from many groups at the original school, the destination school and all others 
impacted by the decision.  Therefore, these decisions should not be taken lightly, and boundary changes should only be 
made when incredibly compelling evidence exists to support that choice.  This is especially important given the 
upcoming long-range facilities plan, which may provide more comprehensive solutions than boundary changes at this 
time.

Prepared by Beth Vaade & Bo McCready 1 Report 2014-8-1 



   
 

Report Structure 

This report includes a one-page analysis of each of the six hypothetical moves proposed to alleviate crowding: 

1. Moving students from Sandburg  to Mendota 
2. Moving students from Midvale to Thoreau 
3. Moving students from Van Hise  to Thoreau 
4. Moving students from Hamilton  to Cherokee 
5. Moving students from Hawthorne to Lowell 
6. Moving students from Kennedy to Allis 

Each analysis includes a description of the proposed move (including map); implications of the move on capacity, student 
demographics, feeder patterns, and other areas; and implications of the move for four of the six considerations.  We do 
not include either the five-year rule or grandfathering in the analyses, as none of the proposed moves violate these 
considerations. 

It is important to note that there are countless hypothetical scenarios for boundary changes, ranging from simple 
exchanges between two schools (such as those highlighted here) to more complicated scenarios that require redrawing 
boundaries that affect multiple school sites.  As such, it’s extremely impractical for any report to be comprehensive, but 
instead should illustrate some viable options. 
 

Synopsis 

Of the hypothetical attendance boundary changes discussed in this report, only one (Hamilton to Cherokee) did not 
violate any of the relevant considerations for boundary changes.  Of course, there are an infinite number of possible 
boundary changes and student moves, but the examples provided in this report, which we chose to be as reasonable as 
possible and representative of a typical proposal, illustrate why moving existing neighborhoods from relatively full to 
relatively less full schools often poses significant problems. 
 
In addition, as the ‘six considerations’ framework suggests, every potential boundary change has complex political 
implications for the students and families that would be moved, as well as the students and families at both affected 
schools. Schools often become crowded as a result of significant demand among community members to send their 
children to those schools; as such, moving neighborhoods away from high-demand schools is likely to face significant 
opposition. Past boundary change proposals in MMSD have been highly contentious, and future boundary change 
proposals are likely to be contentious as well.  Added transportation costs are also a factor.  We estimate an increase in 
yellow bus transportation costs ranging from $200,000 to $350,000 per year.  The range is dependent upon our ability 
to combine and coordinate the new routes while maintaining or reducing existing routes.  
 
As such, we believe that the upcoming long-range facilities plan will include solutions that are more comprehensive, less 
politically controversial, and less challenging for MMSD students and families than changing school attendance 
boundaries. Boundary changes should only be considered with incredibly compelling evidence that the boundary change 
is the right way to alleviate capacity concerns, and given the significant issues raised by the hypothetical and illustrative 
examples in this report, reaching that standard of compelling evidence will be extremely difficult. 
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Sandburg to Mendota 

For this report, we calculated the likely implications of moving 76 students in the southwestern part of the Sandburg 
attendance area, east of Stoughton Road, to Mendota. The map to the right illustrates the area we considered, with the red 
outline showing the boundaries containing the 76 students and the larger orange shading showing the entire Sandburg 
attendance area. 

Implications 

 
By moving these students, Sandburg would go from 97% capacity to 78% capacity. The percent of students of color, 
students receiving free/reduced lunch, and special education students would change little. However, the ELL population at 
Mendota would double from 10% to 20%.   Sandburg and Mendota both fall into the Sherman Middle – East High feeder 
pattern, so the move would not impact students’ future enrollments.   
 
While the capacity, enrollment, and feeder implications appear relatively minor, the transition for students could be dramatic.  As an Early Adopter school for 
technology and a dual language immersion school, Sandburg has distinctive programming occurring that is not present at Mendota. 
 
Considerations 

Reasonable Bus Routes? Desirable School Size? Avoids Low Income 
Concentrations? Keeps Neighborhoods Intact? 

Bus ride times to Mendota would be 
less than 30 minutes.  Extra 
transportation expense would be 
incurred to 2 create specialized routes.  

Yes – Both schools would remain 
below the 450 student enrollment 
mark.  

Yes – Percentages would stay relatively 
constant. 

No – Moving this section of Sandburg to 
Mendota requires busing students through at 
least two other attendance areas, as these 
schools do not share attendance area 
borders. 

Summary 
Moving students from Sandburg to Mendota would free up capacity at Sandburg and not significantly shift student demographics, except for the increase in ELL 
students at Mendota.  The move only violates one of the four considerations examined here.  The transition between schools with very different existing 
programs could be dramatic for students and families.  Also, Mendota is an early start school while Sandburg is a late start, which has an impact on family 
schedules.   

Total Capacity
% of 

Capacity
White

Students of 

Color
FR lunch Special Ed ELL

Sandburg Now 381 393 97% 29% 71% 71% 13% 50%

Sandburg with Subtractions 305 393 78% 31% 69% 69% 13% 48%

Mendota Now 279 393 71% 27% 73% 76% 18% 10%

Mendota with Additions 355 393 90% 26% 74% 77% 16% 20%

Enrollment Demographics
Sandburg 
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Midvale to Thoreau 

For this report, we calculated the likely implications of moving 51 students in the northern part of the Midvale attendance area, 
north of Mineral Point Road, to Thoreau. The map to the right illustrates the area we considered, with the red outline showing 
the boundaries containing the 51 students and the larger orange shading showing the entire Midvale attendance area.  

Implications 

 
By moving these students, Midvale would go from 101% capacity to 89% capacity, while Thoreau would go from 76% to 93% capacity, above the target of 90% or 
below. The percent of students of color and students receiving free/reduced lunch at Midvale would each increase 7 percentage points. Midvale and Thoreau are 
both in the West attendance area.  
 
Considerations 

Reasonable Bus Routes? Desirable School Size? Avoids Low Income 
Concentrations? Keeps Neighborhoods Intact? 

Bus ride times into Thoreau would be 
less than 30 minutes.  Extra 
transportation expense would be 
incurred to create 2 specialized routes. 

Yes – Both schools would remain 
below the 450 student enrollment 
mark. 

No – The share of low-income students 
at Midvale would increase from 62% to 
69%.  

No – The Midvale and Thoreau attendance 
areas are contiguous, but busing these 
students to Thoreau would still take them 
through the Midvale attendance area. 

 
Summary 
This move would alleviate capacity concerns at Midvale but move Thoreau above ideal operating capacity. In addition, low-income students and students of color 
would become more highly concentrated at Midvale, and moved students would have to pass Midvale to reach Thoreau.  Both schools are late start schools.  
 
  

Total Capacity
% of 

Capacity
White

Students of 

Color
FR lunch Special Ed ELL

Midvale Now 445 442 101% 29% 71% 62% 11% 51%

Midvale with Subtractions 394 442 89% 22% 78% 69% 12% 56%

Thoreau Now 389 472 76% 52% 48% 47% 12% 27%

Thoreau with Additions 440 472 93% 55% 45% 42% 11% 25%

Enrollment Demographics

Midvale 
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Van Hise to Thoreau 

For this report, we calculated the likely implications of moving 80 students in the southern part of the Van Hise attendance 
area, south of Segoe Road, to Thoreau. The map to the right illustrates the area we considered, with the red outline showing 
the boundaries containing the 80 students and the larger orange shading showing the entire Van Hise attendance area.  

Implications (Excluding the Midvale to Thoreau Scenario)  

 
By moving these students, Van Hise would go from 105% capacity to 84% capacity. However, Thoreau would increase from 
82% to 99% of capacity. The percent of students of color, students receiving free/reduced lunch, special education students, 
and ELL students would change little. Both schools feed to West High, although Van Hise feeds to Hamilton Middle while 
Cherokee feeds to Thoreau Middle.   
 
Considerations 

Reasonable Bus Routes? Desirable School Size? Avoids Low Income 
Concentrations? Keeps Neighborhoods Intact? 

Bus ride times into Thoreau would be 
less than 30 minutes.  Extra 
transportation expense would be 
incurred to create 2 specialized routes. 

Yes – Thoreau would increase in 
size significantly but would be close 
to the 450 student target. 

Yes – Percentages would stay relatively 
constant. 

No – Moving this section of Van Hise to 
Thoreau requires busing students through at 
least one other attendance area, as these 
schools do not share attendance area 
borders. 

 
Summary 
This move would alleviate capacity concerns at Van Hise but bring Thoreau to 99% of capacity, thus shifting a capacity issue from one location to another. In 
addition, Van Hise and Thoreau do not have contiguous boundaries, so students would pass through at least one other attendance area moving from Van Hise 
to Thoreau.  Both schools are late start schools.  
 
  

Total Capacity
% of 

Capacity
White

Students of 

Color
FR lunch Special Ed ELL

Van Hise Now 398 380 105% 58% 42% 20% 11% 28%

Van Hise with Subtractions 318 380 84% 57% 43% 18% 13% 28%

Thoreau Now 389 472 82% 52% 48% 47% 12% 27%

Thoreau with Additions 469 472 99% 54% 46% 43% 11% 27%

Enrollment Demographics
Van Hise 
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Hamilton to Cherokee 

For this report, we calculated the likely implications of moving 98 students in the southeastern part 
of the Hamilton attendance area to Cherokee. The map to the right illustrates the area we 
considered, with the red outline showing the boundaries containing the 98 students and the larger 
orange shading showing the entire Hamilton attendance area.  

Implications 

 
By moving these students, Hamilton would go from 103% capacity to 90% capacity but Cherokee 
would go from 81% to 96% capacity, well above the ideal operating capacity. The demographic 
implications of this move would be minimal and both middle schools feed to West High. 
 
Considerations 

Reasonable Bus Routes? Desirable School Size? Avoids Low Income 
Concentrations? Keeps Neighborhoods Intact? 

There is no existing yellow bus service 
into Hamilton (middle school).  May 
have to create this service or work with 
Metro to create the service into 
Cherokee.  Bus ride times would be less 
than 45 minutes.  

Yes – School size considerations as 
adopted by MMSD did not apply to 
middle schools. 

Yes – Percentages would stay relatively 
constant. 

Yes – The Hamilton and Cherokee 
attendance areas are contiguous so busing 
these students to Cherokee would not be 
problematic. This area also falls into only the 
Franklin/Randall elementary attendance area.  

 
Summary 
This move does not violate any of the relevant boundary change considerations. However, this move would bring Cherokee to 96% of capacity, well above the 
ideal of 90%. 
 

Total Capacity
% of 

Capacity
White

Students of 

Color
FR lunch Special Ed ELL

Hamilton Now 794 774 103% 67% 33% 18% 12% 15%

Hamilton with Subtractions 696 774 90% 68% 32% 15% 12% 15%

Cherokee Now 509 630 81% 35% 65% 61% 18% 30%

Cherokee with Additions 607 630 96% 40% 60% 57% 17% 28%

Enrollment Demographics
Hamilton 
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Hawthorne to Lowell 

For this report, we calculated the likely implications of moving 164 students in the eastern part of the 
Hawthorne attendance area, east of Stoughton Road, to Lowell. The map to the right illustrates the area we 
considered, with the red outline showing the boundaries containing the 164 students and the larger orange 
shading showing the entire Hawthorne attendance area.  

Implications 

 
By moving these students, Hawthorne would go from 106% to 69% of capacity, but Lowell would go from 60% to 106% of capacity, simply moving a capacity 
issue from one location to another.  In addition, the share of ELL students at Lowell would increase from 18% to 28%, and the percent of low-income students 
at Hawthorne would increase from 74% to 82%. Hawthorne and Lowell each fall within the East attendance area.  
 
Considerations 

Reasonable Bus Routes? Desirable School Size? Avoids Low Income 
Concentrations? Keeps Neighborhoods Intact? 

Bus ride times into Lowell would be 
approximately 40 minutes.  Extra 
transportation expense would be 
incurred to create 3 specialized routes. 

No – Hawthorne would decrease to 
211 students, becoming the smallest 
elementary school in MMSD. 

No – The percent of low-income 
students at Hawthorne would increase 
from 74% to 82%, making Hawthorne the 
lowest-income elementary school in 
MMSD. 

No – Students bused from this area to 
Lowell would pass through at least one 
other attendance area. 

 
Summary 
This move would alleviate capacity concerns at Hawthorne but bring Lowell to 106% of capacity, thus moving a capacity concern from one location to another. 
In addition, Hawthorne would become the school with the highest concentration of low-income students in the district as a result of the move, and students 
would be bused through at least one other attendance area moving from Hawthorne to Lowell. 
  

Total Capacity
% of 

Capacity
White

Students of 

Color
FR lunch Special Ed ELL

Hawthorne Now 375 354 106% 21% 79% 74% 9% 43%

Hawthorne with Subtractions 211 354 69% 22% 78% 82% 8% 39%

Lowell Now 314 452 60% 54% 46% 51% 13% 18%

Lowell with Additions 478 452 106% 43% 57% 55% 12% 28%

Enrollment Demographics

Hawthorne 
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Kennedy to Allis 

For this report, we calculated the likely implications of moving 127 students in the eastern part of 
the Kennedy attendance area, east of Sprecher Road, to Allis. The map to the right illustrates the 
area we considered, with the red outline showing the boundaries containing the 127 students and 
the larger orange shading showing the entire Kennedy attendance area.  

Implications 

 
By moving these students, Kennedy would go from 95% capacity to 74% capacity and Allis would go from 66% to 87% capacity. The percent of low-income 
students at Allis would decrease from 76% to 62% and the percent of students of color at Allis would decrease from 76% to 64%. Other demographic 
implications are minimal. 
 
Considerations 

Reasonable Bus Routes? Desirable School Size? Avoids Low Income 
Concentrations? Keeps Neighborhoods Intact? 

Bus ride times to Allis would be less 
than 30 minutes.  Extra transportation 
expense would be incurred to create 
specialized route. 

No – Allis would be well over the 
450 student target, although 
Kennedy would move much closer 
to this target. 

Yes – Although the percent of low-
income students at Kennedy would 
increase from 41% to 48%, this is still 
below the district average. 

No – Students bused from Kennedy to Allis 
would be bused through at least one other 
attendance area. 

 
Summary 
The demographic implications of this move are not problematic and both schools would reach an acceptable enrollment level relative to capacity. However, 
students moving from Kennedy to Allis would be bused through at least one other attendance area, and Allis would increase to 515 students, well above the 
district’s stated target of 450 students per school.  Both schools are late start schools.  

Total Capacity
% of 

Capacity
White

Students of 

Color
FR lunch Special Ed ELL

Kennedy Now 573 603 95% 60% 40% 41% 8% 14%

Kennedy with Subtractions 446 603 74% 57% 43% 48% 10% 14%

Allis Now 388 590 66% 24% 76% 76% 17% 33%

Allis with Additions 515 590 87% 36% 64% 62% 14% 28%

Enrollment Demographics Kennedy 
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