
Recognizing these benefits, many school 
districts have moved to broaden access 
by adopting open-enrollment, opt-in 
policies that allow any student to enroll in 
advanced courses. These efforts represent 
an important step toward equity. However, 
opening the door does not guarantee 
that all students walk through it.

This brief draws on two sources of 
evidence. First, we synthesize peer-
reviewed research on the effects of 
advanced coursework on student 
outcomes and on the well-documented 
disparities in participation. Second, we 
present findings from a rigorous empirical 
analysis conducted in partnership with 
a medium-sized public school district 
that recently introduced open-enrollment 
advanced English Language Arts (ELA) 
courses at the middle school level.

The district analysis found that intensified 
ELA coursework is associated with modest 
positive achievement effects, and these 
findings held across multiple robust 
analytical approaches. Critically, it also 
revealed that academically prepared 
Black, Hispanic, and low-income 
students enroll at substantially lower 
rates than observably similar peers, 
even in a fully open-enrollment setting.

The broader research literature 
helps explain why these gaps likely 
persist and points toward evidence-

informed strategies that districts in 
similar situations might consider. For 
the partnering district, these findings 
provide a diagnostic that no general 
literature review could offer: a precise 
identification of which students appear 
well-positioned to benefit from advanced 
coursework but are not enrolling. 
Research on evidence use in education 
suggests that locally generated, context-
specific analysis is more likely to 
inform practice than findings produced 
externally alone.iii
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Advanced coursework, such as honors, gifted, and accelerated classes, play a well-
documented role in improving student achievement and opening pathways to future academic 
opportunities.i A growing body of rigorous research shows that students who participate in 
these programs tend to experience greater academic engagement and stronger long-term 
outcomes, including increased college readiness.ii

This brief contributes in three ways: 

(1) it synthesizes rigorous research on advanced coursework and access

(2) it presents district-specific diagnostic findings to inform practice and policy

(3) it identifies evidence-informed strategies for closing participation gaps



RESEARCH BRIEF: OPENING THE DOOR IS NOT ENOUGH2

Synthesizing Prior Work

Effects on  
Student Outcomes 
A substantial body of research documents the positive 
effects of advanced coursework on student achievement. 
A comprehensive synthesis of approximately 100 years 
of research on ability grouping and acceleration found 
that students consistently benefited from various forms 
of academic grouping and acceleration, with meaningful 
positive effects on achievement across multiple program 
configurations. Research on Advanced Placement (AP) 
programs specifically has found associations with stronger 
college preparation, higher exam performance, and increased 
college enrollment. Early access to advanced coursework can 
open pathways to AP and International Baccalaureate (IB) 
programs, which are associated with college readiness and 
admissions advantages.iv

At the same time, research highlights a dual challenge: 
expanding access to advanced coursework while maintaining 
its effectiveness. A major review of the AP program 
characterized this as the central tension facing advanced 
coursework policy: ensuring that broadened participation 
does not come at the cost of program quality, while also 
ensuring that quality is not preserved by restricting access to 
already-privileged students.v

Persistent Equity Gaps  
in Access 
Despite decades of effort, significant disparities in access 
to advanced coursework persist along racial, ethnic, and 
socioeconomic lines. National data show that Black and 
Hispanic students are substantially underrepresented in 
AP, honors, and gifted programs relative to their share of 
the student population.vi Research mapping enrollment 
gaps across thousands of school districts has documented 
widespread White–Black and White–Hispanic participation 
gaps in both AP and dual enrollment programs.vii

These gaps are not fully explained by differences in prior 
achievement. Studies show that even among academically 
qualified students, underrepresented minority and low-income 
students participate in advanced programs at lower rates 
than their peers.viii A landmark study found that shifting from 
teacher-referral to universal screening substantially increased 
the representation of low-income and minority students in 
gifted education, suggesting that identification and enrollment 
mechanisms themselves contribute to inequitable access.

Black and Hispanic students
are 

underrepresented in 
advanced coursework

at

2-3x
their expected rates
in many districts nationwide
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Findings from a District Partnership

In partnership with a medium-sized public school district, 
our research team analyzed the effects of a recently 
introduced open-enrollment, opt-in, intensified 
ELA course at the middle school level. Prior to 
the policy change, no advanced coursework 
options existed in ELA; all students were served 
in general education classrooms. The new 
policy made intensified ELA available to 
every student, with enrollment driven 
entirely by student and family choice 
rather than test score cutoffs or teacher 
recommendations.

This setting is analytically valuable because 
it allows comparison of students with similar 
academic backgrounds who face the same 
opportunity but make different enrollment 
decisions. We analyzed enrollment choices alongside 
rich information on students’ prior academic histories, 
demographic characteristics, and subsequent  
achievement outcomes.

Robust, Positive Achievement Estimates
Using multiple analytical approaches, we found that 
enrollment in intensified ELA coursework is associated 
with a modest, positive increase in end-of-year ELA 
achievement equivalent to approximately 2–3 months of 
additional learning (0.06–0.08 standard deviations). This 
finding was consistent across model specifications. The most 
powerful identification strategy in our analysis controls for 
contemporaneous math achievement, which serves as a proxy 
for general within-year academic ability. Because enrollment 
in intensified ELA does not directly affect math outcomes, 
this approach helps isolate the association with intensified 
ELA instruction from broader differences in student ability. 
Estimates of this magnitude are comparable to those reported 
for many scalable instructional interventions in education 
and are widely viewed as educationally meaningful when 
implemented at scale.ix

Key Finding
Enrollment in intensified ELA coursework is associated with 
a positive estimated effect of approximately 2–3 months 
of additional learning (0.06–0.08 standard deviations) in 
end-of-year achievement. This finding was robust across 
multiple analytical specifications and is comparable in 
magnitude to many effective school-level interventions.x

2-3
additional 
months of 
learning
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Across demographic subgroups, estimated estimated point 
estimates were systematically smaller in magnitude for 
students from historically underrepresented groups, including 
those eligible for free or reduced-price lunch, English 
learners, and students with disabilities. At the same time, 
estimated effects were larger for students identified as gifted 
and talented.

Findings from a District Partnership  (continued)

Benefits Vary Across Students
Our analysis also found that the estimated effects of 
intensified ELA coursework vary meaningfully across 
students. Students with very low prior achievement scores 
showed relatively modest estimated changes, while 
students with moderate to strong prior performance 
showed larger positive associations. Interestingly, 
estimated effects were highest among students with prior 
achievement near or slightly above average, suggesting 
that these students may be particularly well-positioned to 
benefit from the more demanding material. At the very top 
of the prior achievement distribution, estimated effects tend 
to flatten or decline modestly, which may partly reflect ceiling 
effects in the standardized assessment: students who enter 
with prior scores near the upper limit of the scale have less 
room to demonstrate improvement.

Figure 2: Estimated conditional average treatment effects by demographic 
and program indicators. These estimates summarize within-group 
variation in predicted treatment effects and are not intended as formal 
tests of statistical differences across groups. Points denote subgroup 
mean CATEs; horizontal bars reflect within-group standard deviation. The 
dashed vertical line indicates the overall average treatment effect.
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Figure 1: Estimated treatment effects by prior-year ELA achievement. 
Bars represent mean effects within achievement bins. The dashed line 
denotes the overall average effect.
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Findings from a District Partnership  (continued)

Perhaps the most important finding 
from the district analysis is the 
misalignment between predicted 
academic benefit and observed 
enrollment behavior. Enrollment 
rates increase sharply with prior 
achievement scores for all students, 
indicating that prior achievement 
plays an important role in opt-in 
decisions. However, at nearly every 
achievement level, students from 
higher-socioeconomic backgrounds 
are more likely to enroll than their 
lower-socioeconomic peers. This gap 
is modest among lower-achieving 
students but widens substantially at 
higher achievement levels.

The Enrollment Gap: Who Benefits vs. Who Enrolls

Figure 3: Enrollment rates in intensified ELA coursework by prior achievement band and 
socioeconomic status.

Enrollment Rate by Score Band and SES

Among students with high prior ELA achievement (one 
standard deviation above average), enrollment rates are 
high overall for White and Asian students from higher-
socioeconomic backgrounds. In contrast, Black and 
Hispanic students with similarly high prior achievement, 
especially those from lower-socioeconomic backgrounds, 
enroll at substantially lower rates. Among students with 
above-average prior achievement, disparities are even 
more pronounced: Black and Hispanic students from lower 
socioeconomic backgrounds have the lowest enrollment 
rates despite having prior achievement levels associated with 
positive estimated effects.xi

Enrollment of “High Ability Students (Z > 1.0)

Figure 4: Enrollment rates among students with high prior ELA 
achievement by race/ethnicity and socioeconomic status.

Enrollment of “Medium Ability Students (0 < Z < 1.0)

Figure 5: Enrollment rates among students with above average prior ELA 
achievement by race/ethnicity and socioeconomic status.

The Diagnostic Gap
Many students who appear well-positioned to benefit from 
intensified ELA coursework do not enroll. Under-enrollment 
is concentrated among historically underserved groups, 
particularly Black and Hispanic students from lower-
socioeconomic backgrounds. This pattern persists even 
among academically prepared students, suggesting that 
open-enrollment policies alone are insufficient to ensure 
equitable participation.
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Why the Gap? What Research Suggests

The district analysis reveals that an enrollment gap exists among academically 
prepared students, but it does not tell us why. Prior research identifies several 
mechanisms that may help explain patterns like those observed in the district 
analysis. We highlight four that are well-supported in the literature.

Information  
Asymmetries
Families may not know about the 
advanced coursework option, may  
not understand its potential benefits, 
or may underestimate their child’s 
readiness. Research on educational 
decision-making consistently finds that 
low-income and minority families have less access to the 
institutional information needed to navigate opt-in systems.
xii This parallels findings from the chronic absenteeism 
literature, where families frequently underestimate their 
child’s absences and misunderstand the consequences—and 
where simple informational interventions have been shown to 
meaningfully change behavior.xiii

Informal 
Gatekeeping
Even in nominally open-enrollment 
settings, informal signals from 
counselors, teachers, and peers can 
differentially steer students toward 
or away from advanced coursework. 
Research on AP enrollment criteria has 
documented how formal and informal institutional practices 
combine to produce racial disparities in course placement.xvi 
Counselor recommendations, peer norms, and the signaling 
embedded in how advanced courses are described and 
promoted can all shape who feels invited to enroll.xvii

Social and  
Cultural Capital
Navigating opt-in enrollment  
systems requires knowledge of 
institutional processes that are 
unevenly distributed by race,  
ethnicity, and socioeconomic status. 
Research on educational choice shows 
that even when formal barriers are removed, families with 
greater social and cultural capital are better positioned to 
identify, evaluate, and act on educational opportunities.
xiv A study of Chicago’s universal high school application 
system found that even after the system was redesigned to 
be more equitable, Black students and students from low-
socioeconomic neighborhoods remained underrepresented in 
high-performance schools.xv

Belonging 
Uncertainty
Students from underrepresented 
groups may question whether 
they belong in advanced 
academic settings, particularly 
when those settings have historically 
been composed of more privileged 
peers. Research on stereotype threat 
and belonging interventions has shown that even brief 
psychological interventions—such as values affirmation 
exercises—can improve minority students’ academic 
trajectories.[xviii] Separately, evidence shows that the 
availability of same-race teachers in advanced course 
sections increases Black students’ enrollment in and 
performance in those courses.xix

These barriers are theorized from the broader research literature, not identified directly in the district analysis. 
However, the patterns observed in the district, where academically prepared students from underrepresented 
groups under-enroll despite open access, are consistent with the mechanisms described above and suggest 
that multiple barriers may be operating simultaneously.

Important 
Note
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Evidence-Informed Strategies  
for Closing Participation Gaps
Drawing on the theorized barriers and the broader research base, we identify several 
strategies with empirical support for increasing equitable participation in advanced 
coursework. These strategies are organized by the type of barrier they address.

Addressing 
Information Barriers
Targeted Outreach to 
Families
If families of academically prepared 
students are unaware of the advanced 
coursework option or its potential 
benefits, targeted communication 
may help close the information gap. 
Research from the attendance domain 
demonstrates that simple, low-cost 
informational mailers that provide 
families with accurate data about 
their child’s record can meaningfully 
change behavior.xx The same behavioral 
logic applies to enrollment decisions: 
providing families of eligible students 
with clear, personalized information 
about the advanced coursework option, 
their child’s readiness, and the potential 
benefits of enrollment may increase 
take-up among under-enrolled groups.

Restructuring 
Defaults
From Opt-In to Opt-Out
One of the strongest findings in the 
literature is that enrollment mechanisms 
themselves shape who participates. A 
landmark study showed that shifting from 
teacher-referral to universal screening 
for gifted programs substantially 
increased the representation of 
low-income and minority students.xxi 
More recently, research on an opt-out 
academic acceleration policy, in which 
students meeting readiness criteria were 
automatically enrolled unless families 
actively declined, found significant 
increases in advanced course-taking 
among underrepresented groups.xxii 
These findings suggest that restructuring 
the default from opt-in to opt-out may 
be one of the most effective strategies 
for closing participation gaps.

Building Belonging
Representation and  
Early Enrichment

When enrollment gaps are driven in part 
by uncertainty about belonging, strategies 
that increase representation and build 
academic identity may be effective. 
Research shows that the availability of 
same-race teachers in advanced course 
sections increases Black students’ 
enrollment in those courses.xxiii Longitudinal 
evidence from early enrichment programs, 
such as Project Excite, which provided 
supplemental STEM enrichment to 
underrepresented minority students 
beginning in elementary school, 
demonstrates that sustained academic 
preparation can reduce achievement gaps 
and increase participation in advanced 
courses over time.[xxiv] University-
district partnerships that front-load 
enrichment experiences for underserved 
students have shown similar promise.xxv

Next Steps
Districts with open-enrollment 
advanced coursework policies 
might consider sending targeted 
communications to families of 
students whose prior achievement 
suggests they are well-positioned 
to benefit. These communications 
could include the student’s 
achievement data, a description 
of the intensified course, and 
information about the enrollment 
process. Research suggests that 
framing matters: messages should 
emphasize the student’s readiness 
and the opportunity, rather than 
focusing on deficits.

Next Steps
Districts might consider identifying 
students who meet readiness 
criteria based on prior achievement 
and automatically enrolling them 
in intensified coursework, with an 
option for families to decline. This 
approach preserves family choice 
while shifting the burden of action 
from opting in to opting out, which 
research suggests disproportionately 
benefits underrepresented groups.

Next Steps
Districts might examine teacher 
assignment patterns in advanced 
course sections and consider 
the role of representation. For 
longer-term strategies, districts 
could explore early enrichment 
partnerships that strengthen prior 
achievement and academic identity 
among underrepresented students 
before the advanced coursework 
enrollment decision point.

in low-income and minority representation 
in gifted programs after switching from teacher referral 
to universal screening in one studied district

~80% increase
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Why District-Embedded Analysis Matters

This brief combines two types of evidence: a synthesis of peer-
reviewed research and findings from an empirical analysis conducted 
in partnership with a specific school district. This combination is 
intentional and reflects an important insight from the research-use 
literature in education.

A growing body of research on research-practice partnerships (RPPs) documents 
that evidence generated within a district’s own context is substantially more 
likely to inform practice than externally produced findings.xxvi 
Scholars have argued that the gap between “what works 
in research” and “what works in practice” cannot be 
bridged by general evidence alone; local evidence 
is needed to predict what will be effective in a 
specific context.xxvii Research-practice 
partnerships provide a structure for producing 
context-specific evidence while maintaining 
methodological rigor.xxviii

The district analysis presented in this brief 
illustrates the value of this approach. 
A general literature review could 
show that equity gaps in access to 
advanced coursework exist nationally. 
But only a district-embedded analysis 
can reveal which specific students, at 
which achievement levels, in which 
demographic groups are under-enrolling 
relative to their predicted benefit. This 
diagnostic specificity is what makes the 
findings actionable for the partnering 
district—and it is the type of evidence that 
research suggests is most likely to drive 
practice change.

For neighboring districts with similar policy contexts, 
these findings also provide a useful benchmark and a 
model for the type of analysis they might conduct with their 
own data.
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Conclusion

Expanding access to advanced coursework through open-enrollment policies 
is a necessary but insufficient step toward equitable participation. 
The evidence presented in this brief, 
from both the broader research 
literature and a district-specific 
empirical analysis, demonstrates that 
significant enrollment gaps persist 
even when formal barriers are removed. 
These gaps are concentrated among 
Black, Hispanic, and low-income 
students who appear academically 
well-positioned to benefit from 
advanced coursework.

The research literature suggests that 
these gaps likely reflect a combination of 
information barriers, differences in social 
and cultural capital, informal institutional 
gatekeeping, and uncertainty about 
belonging. Evidence-informed strategies for 
closing these gaps include targeted family 
outreach, restructuring enrollment defaults 
from opt-in to opt-out, and fostering a sense 
of belonging through teacher representation 
and early enrichment programs.

Which strategies will be most effective 
in a particular district should be 
determined based on an analysis of 
the specific challenges locally. As 
leaders work to ensure that advanced 
coursework policies deliver on their 
promise of equitable opportunity, using 
the best research available, combined 
with context-specific analysis of their 
own data, can increase the likelihood of 
meaningful and lasting change.
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