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You may not think one call can 
make a difference, but speaking with 
lawmakers can create a physical 
record of the issue, influence decisions, 
hold politicians accountable, and 
create urgency.

Speak with your local lawmaker this 
legislative season and be the voice 
for students across Missouri.
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In the United States public education is still largely 
determined by where a child lives. 
 
According to data from the Reason Foundation, there 
are 49.4 million students in public schools across in 
America. Yet 80 percent of them live in states with 
weak, ineffective, or confusing open enrollment laws. 

For millions of families, the only way to access a 
different public school is to move, which simply isn’t 
realistic for many families.

The Bigger Reality

Open enrollment isn’t a partisan idea. It’s a parent issue. 
 
Families across political parties, geographic regions, 
and income levels consistently say they want more 
flexibility and a stronger voice in where their children 
attend public school.

A 2025 national survey by the EdChoice-Morning 
Consult shows that 78 percent of parents support open 
enrollment, including 84 percent of Republicans, 80 
percent of Democrats, and 72 percent of independents 
within the subgroup.

A 2024 study by Yes. Every Kid., more than half of 
Americans also support moving away from address–
based school assignments altogether. 

Centered Around 
Students, Not Politics

Missouri ranks 
among the weakest 
states in the nation 
for open enrollment 
policy. Only four 
states score lower.

14%

of parents support 
open enrollment.

78%

Million students 
in America 
experience address-
based school 
discrimination.

39+

Envision finding a public school that truly fits your child—stronger 
academics, safer environment, or better support—without moving 
neighborhoods or paying tuition. Open enrollment makes that possible.

Open enrollment is a public school choice policy that allows students to 
attend a public school outside of the one they are assigned based on 
where they live. Instead of being limited by home address, families can 
seek out public schools that better match their child’s academic needs, 
learning style, or support services.

Imagine Your Child Could 
Attend a Better School

— for Free
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In Missouri, access is especially restricted. 
 
A study by Available to All estimates that 94–96% 
of Missouri public school students attend the 
school assigned to them based solely on their 
home address, even when another public school 
may be closer or a better fit. 
 
Compared to states with strong open enrollment 
systems, Missouri significantly limits who can 
transfer. 
 
Missouri’s current law does not create a clear, 
functional pathway for families to move between 
districts. Instead, it relies on narrow exceptions. 
 
The first exception allows districts to enter 
voluntary “cooperative agreements” to exchange 
students. In practice, this option is rarely used. 

Why Can’t Every 
Child Attend 
Missouri’s Best 
Public Schools?

Interdistrict = outside your 
district. 
Intradistrict = inside your 
district, different building.

Translation:

This means your child can 
attend a different public 
school within your same dis-
trict, even if it’s outside your 
assigned boundary.

Intradistrict Open Enrollment

This means your child can 
attend a public school in a 
different district than the 
one you live in.

Interdistrict Open Enrollment

Key Words You’ll 
see in Legislation:

Don’t Worry—We’ll Translate

Application deadlines are often short and poorly communicated, and families 
are rarely informed about how many students applied, how many were denied, 
or why they were denied. When the system doesn’t put students first, a lot of 
families feel discouraged to even try.

Additional Barriers for Families

Some students experience violence, bullying, unsafe environments, or other 
serious challenges that lead families to seek a different school. In the absence 
of a clear, legal transfer system, some parents feel forced to use an address 
outside their residence to enroll their child elsewhere. 
 
Under Missouri law, falsifying an address for school enrollment can result in 
misdemeanor charges, fines, and even jail time. 
 
A 2023 report from St. Louis Public Radio and the Midwest Newsroom found 
that during the 2022–23 school year, the Hazelwood School District conducted 
2,051 residency investigations, affecting at least 12% of its student population. 
These inspections can be conducted by school officials, teachers, or private 
investigators.

Strong open enrollment policies offer a better path forward. By allowing students 
to attend any public school with available space, regardless of address, Missouri 
can reduce the need for enforcement and give families clear, fair access to 
public school options.

Districts Can Investigate Where You Live

Intradistrict open enrollment is allowed whenever a district loses accreditation. 
Students from lower-performing schools may apply to transfer to higher-
performing schools within the same district. Only when those schools lack 
capacity, can students transfer outside of their district in the same or 
neighboring county.

Missouri waits for schools to fail 

This is where good intentions fall apart and when parents start thinking, “Okay... But 
why is this so hard?” You just want clear rules and equal opportunity. Instead, current 
legislation gives you policies and hoops that don’t feel designed with families in mind.

The Part That Frustrates Parents

There is limited guidance from DESE, and some districts are prohibited from participating 
altogether. This results in decisions that favor districts and not families.

The second allows receiving districts to deny transfer applications at their discretion. 
Schools are not required to publicly report available seats or explain why an application 
was rejected. Families are often left without answers. 
 
When transparency is missing, opportunity is too.
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Across urban, suburban, and rural communities, many students are assigned to 
schools that are farther away or lower performing, even when a stronger public 
school sits just minutes from their home. 
 
This is not accidental. School district boundaries were intentionally drawn in ways that 
determine who can access certain schools and who cannot. 
 
The roots of this system run deep. Early 20th-century housing redlining policies 
shaped where families were permitted to live. Those patterns continue to influence 
school attendance boundaries today. Research from Available to All shows that 
modern school zones closely mirror those historic housing maps, meaning the 
inequities students experience now are not new but a result of structures that have 
been reinforced for generations. 
 
These boundaries do more than assign schools. They shape long-term opportunity. 
Because school quality is often tied to home values, access to certain public schools 
becomes linked to what a family can afford. Families with the financial means to 
move can effectively purchase access to higher-performing schools. Middle-class 
and lower-income families often cannot. 
 
Opportunity becomes less about a child’s potential  and more about a family’s 
address.

District lines don’t just assign schools. 
They determine opportunity.

Residential Boundaries 
Shape More Than You Think

In Springfield, students living north 
of Commercial Street are zoned to 
attend Hillcrest High School, nearly 
three miles away, even though 
Central High School, which offers 
an International Baccalaureate 
(IB) program, is within walking 
distance. Even when a school with 
expanded academic opportunities 
is closer, boundaries override 
geography. The result is limited 
access shaped not by distance, 
but by district lines.

Springfield

In Columbia, students living east of 
I-63 on East New Haven Road are 
zoned to attend Battle High School, 
even though Rock Bridge Senior 
High School, a higher-performing 
option, is nearly four miles closer 
to their neighborhood. For families, 
this means a longer commute to 
a lower-performing school simply 
because of where a line is drawn.

Columbia

In St. Louis, the “Delmar Divide” 
separates dramatically different 
school experiences just four miles 
apart. South of Delmar, Wydown Middle 
School in the Clayton School District 
reports over 70 percent proficiency in 
ELA and math, with about 10 percent of 
students eligible for free or reduced-
price lunch. North of Delmar, Brittany 
Woods Middle School in University 
City reports roughly 20 percent 
math proficiency and 25 percent ELA 
proficiency, with all students eligible for 
free or reduced-price lunch.

St. Louis
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•	 Transfers outside the assigned district

•	 Transfers to a different school within 
the same district

•	 No public school transfer fees

•	 Public schools that are open to all 
students

•	 Transparent reporting from the State 
Education Administration (SEA)

•	 Clear enrollment reporting from school 
districts

•	 An appeal  process for  denied 
enrollment applications

Strong open enrollment is about putting 
parents back in the driver’s seat. It’s the 
difference between being told “this is your 
school, good luck” and being able to say, 
“this school actually fits my kid better.” 
It doesn’t assume you have unlimited 
time or insider connections. When open 
enrollment is done right, you’re not 
chasing answers, decoding vague emails, 
or relying on who you know to figure things 
out. You get straightforward information, 
a fair process, and the confidence that 
decisions aren’t being made behind 
closed doors. It’s not about chaos or 
school-hopping, it’s about treating 
parents like capable decision-makers.

What does strong open enrollment look like?

Missouri currently ranks near the bottom 
for the weakest open enrollment policies 
in the nation, receiving a failing grade 
according to a study published by the 
Reason Foundation. The study found that 
the state only earned points for minimal 
interdistrict transfer options, which 
provides few options for families.

As of 2024, 16 states have strong open 
enrollment laws, with only six states, 
including Arkansas, Oklahoma, Arizona, 
Idaho, and West Virginia having fully 
accessible open enrollment because 
they provide a system where students 
transfers are approved, reporting is 
transparent, and families can appeal 

denied transfers. Across the six strongest 
states, data shows that about seven 
percent of public school students in 
those states used open enrollment. This 
demonstrates that open enrollment 
does not dramatically disrupt school 
systems, yet it can be life changing for 
the students who use it.

In states that use A–F school grading 
systems, such as Arizona, Florida, and 
Texas, research shows that nearly all 
students who transferred through open 
enrollment enrolled in schools rated A or 
B, demonstrating that families actively 
seek higher-performing options when 
given the opportunity.

Missouri 
is Falling Behind

— and it’s costing students their future.

If a family chooses to transfer under this plan, the student would not pay 
tuition or fees, and the funding that follows the student would go to the 
school they attend. That means receiving districts get state and funds for 
the students they enroll through open enrollment.

Free Transfer Process

Under the bill, Missouri would create a system where schools must report 
how many spots they have available by grade and by building. The state 
education department would share that information in an online system 
so families can see what schools have space and make more informed 
choices.

The new reporting system also holds schools accountable to accept 
students until they reach capacity. Districts cannot discriminate against 
transfer students based on demographics such as where they live, grades, 
discipline record, athletic potential, disabilities, race, or income.

Transparency

Right now, Missouri’s open enrollment options are very limited. Only 
students in unaccredited districts have special transfer rules. SB 971 would 
change that so students from any district could apply to attend a public 
school in a different district if there is space available. The proposed bill 
expands current legislation, but still allows receiving districts to control how 
many transfer students they accept and set capacity limits.

Transfer Policy

Senate Bill 971

Open Enrollment
Expansion Bill

During the 2026 legislative session in Missouri, lawmakers have introduced 
a bill that will expand access to public schools outside a student’s assigned 
district. Missouri lawmakers are considering Senate Bill 971 to expand public 
school transfer options so families could choose a public school outside of 
the district where they live. This bill has advanced through a State Education 
Committee and is now headed to a full Senate debate.
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“I was subjected to 
threatening and being 

assaulted. It went on 
for years and wasn’t 

addressed. Parents 
shouldn’t have to fight 

against an entire school 
board to get a quality 
education. Seeing the 

bill go up again for open 
enrollment is inspiring.”

“I experienced 
things I don’t think 

any child should 
experience.”

Students with disabilities would keep their 
special education services if they transfer to a 
new public school. The receiving district would 
be responsible for providing services outlined 
in the student’s IEP or 504 plan, working with the 
student’s home district and DESE as needed. 
Schools would not be required to create new 
programs if they do not have the capacity 
to serve a student’s needs, but districts must 
ensure students continue to receive a free 
appropriate public education as required by 
federal law.

Special Education

Each residentially assigned home district will 
be responsible for providing transportation to 
at least one district or charter school outside 
of their own. Transportation is the responsibility 
of the home district rather than the transfer 
receiving district.

Transportation

Schools could set limits on how many transfer 
students they accept each year. The bill starts 
districts with a cap of about 3 percent of the 
previous year’s enrollment, and it allows that 
cap to grow over time up to about 5 percent if a 
school continues to have space and demand.

Capacity Limits

To transfer, a parent or caregiver must notify 
DESE by August 1, 2027, and DESE will assign 
students to schools where capacity is available.

Application Process
Fact: In most open enrollment models, the state funding a student 
generates moves with them to the new district. This means receiving 
schools get enough funding to serve students, and local schools still 
keep funding for students who stay. Some state funding rules are 
complex, but this structure generally ensures districts aren’t left without 
the resources needed for students.

Myth: When students leave, it takes money away from local 
students and harms local education.

04

Fact: Strong open enrollment can actually make schools more 
responsive to families’ needs. Schools that want to attract and keep 
students are encouraged to improve programs and communication. 
Other states with open enrollment have seen districts strengthen 
community engagement and educational quality.

Myth: Open enrollment weakens local control and 
accountability.

03

Fact: Experiences in other states show that transfers increase gradually 
over time, not all at once. Students usually move for specific reasons 
like academic fit, not because of fear or panic. Gradual change gives 
schools a chance to respond and improve rather than collapse.

Myth: A strong open enrollment law would negatively impact 
schools that are already struggling.

02

Fact: Open enrollment has strong bipartisan support among parents. 
Surveys consistently show that Republicans, Democrats, and 
Independents all support giving families more flexibility and equitable 
opportunities within the public school system.

Myth: Open enrollment is a partisan policy designed to benefit 
one political agenda.

01

Common 
Misconceptions
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Fact: In states with strong open enrollment, many rural and smaller 
districts actually gained students because families chose them for 
reasons like smaller class sizes or shorter commutes. Open enrollment 
helps rural schools stay financially healthy rather than hurting them.

Myth: Open enrollment will make small and rural 
schools lose students until they close.

05

Fact: Evidence from multiple states shows students transfer for many 
reasons, including better academic fit, unique or special education 
programs, and safer environments. Families from a variety of 
backgrounds use open enrollment, and strong policy design can make 
sure it’s equitable for all.

Myth: Open enrollment only benefits lower-income families.06

info@activatemo.orgEmail(314) 246-0415Phone

www.activatemo.orgWebsite4240 Duncan Avenue, #200, St. Louis, MO 63110Visit Us

Scan the QR code to learn more about how 
Activate MO addresses education concerns in 
your community.

For families, open enrollment means having real choices 
within the public school system. It helps reduce the 
role a ZIP code plays in shaping a child’s educational 
opportunities and future. 

As Missouri considers changes to education policy, 
understanding open enrollment empowers parents to 
speak up for a system that puts students first and values 
transparency and fairness.

Support For Parents 

Activate Missouri is a dedicated advocacy non-profit 
focused on educating, training, and uplifting families and 
youth leaders across Missouri. By recognizing the power of 
voices, Activate MO is the catalyst that turns potential into 
progress. 

Activate MO activates voices into action through 
strategic advocacy and pushes for legislative and policy 
changes that are directly informed by the priorities of the 
communities they serve. 

We are committed to ensuring access to quality 
educational options and empowering parents and students 
to shape the future of their communities.

Activating Communities 
for a Better Education

Turning Education 
Barriers into Possibilities
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