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(1) Unequal access to education
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Typical educational curricula: Zurich
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Double disadvantage:

1. Individual social and 

linguistic background

2. Unfavorable composition of 

schools (peer effects, 

aggravated teaching, school 

climate etc.)

Same findings for Basel, Bern, 

Geneva, Lausanne, WinterthurData source: cantonal education statistics
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Q1: School with
concentration index

between 0% and 17%

Q2: School with
concentration index

between 17% and 22%

Q3: School with
concentration index

between 22% and 32%

Q4: School with
concentration index

between 32% and 58%

Student (male): high social status (HISEI=+1 SD), school language=main language, native

Student (male): low social status (HISEI=-1 SD), foreign speaker, migration background

Composition & tipping effect: reading (Switzerl.)
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Own analyses of PISA 2000. Municipalities>15’000 inhab. Controls: canton, lang. region, school type (no Gymnasium).

Individual background -80 

School composition

-49**
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(2) Intelligent school zoning
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Regulations for city of Zurich

«In assigning pupils to schools and classes, 

attention shall be paid to the length and 

danger of the school route and to a balanced 

composition. Particular consideration shall be 

given to the ability and social and linguistic 

background of the pupils and to the gender 

distribution.»

(Art. 25 para. 1, Elementary School Ordinance, 

Canton of Zurich, 2006; own translation and own 

emphasis)
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School allocation by district school board, 

no free school choice

Web application SKS: Criteria for transfer 

kindergarten-primary school: 

− knowledge (1-3)

− personal competence (1-3)

− social competence (1-3)

− possible special education needs

→ Currently used for assignment to 

classes but not yet to schools
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General procedure of school allocation
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1. First rough allocation based on catchment areas:

−Yearly adaptation of catchment areas: 
balanced class sizes, short/safe foot walks to school

−No systematic account of social and 

ethnic mixing

2. Individual assignments: siblings, parental requests, special 

education needs…

➢Algorithm suggests 
adaptations at catchment 
area borders
➢Detailed examination and 
adaptation by school 
authority
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Intelligent school zoning
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Conditions

−Safe walks to school: individual routing along complete foot 

walk network (OpenStreetMap), penalty terms for highly trafficked streets 

(National Passenger Transport Model) / evaluation of crossings by school 

instructors

−Maximally current school route lengths

−Maximal current utilization of school 

capacities

−Contiguous areas: “neighborhood schools”
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Optimization within these conditions
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Goal

−Approximation of all schools to the citywide 

mean ‘concentration index’ 
− foreign language + social background (+ «ability»)

→ ‘concentration index’ per school based on 

indicators for assigned «street blocks»
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Intelligent school zoning
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Procedure – analogy to board game

−Reassignment of entire street blocks, 

considering individual school routes

−Start with school with highest deviation from 

citywide mean concentration value

→ ‘Optimized’ catchment areas

→ Manual adaptations still possible
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(3) Results: optimized catchment areas
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45° line: catchment 

areas reproduce 

residential 

segregation

one-to-one
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Zürich: district Schwamendingen (2000/01)
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Effective catchment areas After optimization

Differences 
between 
neighbourhoods 
were even being 
reinforced (!)

Significant 
alignment 
between (most) 
schools is 
possible
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(4) Conclusions
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Conclusions

−Tipping effect at 30-40% disadvantaged students → mixing does not 

harm privileged pupils

−Catchment areas reproduce residential segregation one-to-one

−Large potential for school mixing through small-scale adaptations, still 

short/safe walking routes

−Some locations require additional measures:

−School space planning, school route safety measures

−Urban planning, mixed-income housing
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Criticisms and replies

−Misunderstanding: no “quota pupils” or school busing → still contiguous 

catchment areas (“neighborhood schools”)

− Fears from more mixed schools → unsubstantiated up to tipping point, 

valuable social competences

−Residential choice of ‘engaged’ parents seen as entitlement for privileges?

−Different standards of equity of immigrants? (23% of Swiss population 

supports this view!)

− Free school choice better for mixing? → if regulated

−Compensatory measures already in place (school team, extra funding)? →

school mixing as complementary measure
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(5) Implementation
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Web application “isa”

− In development/owned by startup VILLE 
JUSTE Ltd

− Seed-funding by two Swiss cities, yearly 
license fee

− GIS interface for examination/adaptation of 
catchment areas with dynamic evaluations

− Class assignment function (drag’n’drop) 

− School-internal use, access management

− Import/export assistant, open interface

− Encrypted data (Switzerland)Function for class assignment
(photo: www.classcomposer.com)
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Implementation study

Zurich 2022-2026

−Focus group discussions with parents in differently composed groups

−Longitudinal online survey with treatment/control group in 10 schools

−Teachers/parents: attitudes/evaluations/strategies

−Pupils: cross-cultural friendships, wellbeing, performance motivation, 

social competence, German/math (end of 1st/3rd grade primary)

−Effective communication of procedure and scientific bases
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Thanks!

For further information/ 

collaborations:

oliver.dlabac@villejuste.com
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Unequal access to education (OECD)

25Source: PISA 2015, OECD (2016)

Social and ethnic 

composition of schools 

affects school 

performance

Switzerland, Benelux 

countries, Germany, France
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