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Abstract
The geography of education literature has demonstrated remarkable similarities 
in school choice strategies across different educational and spatial contexts. The 
literature finds that school choice strategies of the middle classes rely on deploy-
ing different forms of capital (economic, social, and cultural). At the same time, it 
is evident that the specific geography and institutional idiosyncrasies of the edu-
cational landscape are navigated in locally specific ways that are not just classed 
but also strongly intersect with ethnicity/race. In most contexts moving house 
plays a central role in school choice. However, residential relocation as part of 
school choice strategies is highly contingent on national and local regulations 
of school allocation and enrolment. Investigating the case of the metropolitan 
area of Amsterdam, this paper uses longitudinal individual, geo-coded register 
data to study the socio-spatial school choice strategies of an entire cohort of first-
born children (2012) in a free-school choice landscape. Employing an analysis of 
the interconnections of residential relocation and school choice, this paper uses 
multinomial logit models to assess how school is differentiated by social class and 
migration background and how it is related to residential (re)location. It finds 
that school choice strategies are differentiated by both class and ethnicity, but 
also very strongly depend on residential context. Remarkably, the paper finds that 
while a substantial number of highly educated, high-income parents move and 
enrol their children in homogeneous middle-class schools, a majority of house-
holds do not move and hence navigate the school landscape in which they find 
themselves. It suggests that school choice policies indeed reduce the need for resi-
dential relocation, but at the same time are conducive to school segregation.
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1   |   INTRODUCTION

Residential practices of middle-class parents are strongly driven by the quest for good schooling for their children (Bridge 
& Wilson, 2014; Holme, 2002). Despite policy changes expanding parental choice (Ball, 2003; Le Grand, 2007), access 
to high-quality (public) education in most studied contexts is still largely determined by residential proximity and thus 
contingent on the conditions of the housing market (Burgess et al., 2011; Candipan, 2020; Hamnett et al., 2013; Holme, 
2002). In socially and ethnically diverse urban neighbourhoods in particular, (white) middle-class parents play “games 
of proximity and distance” (Andreotti et al., 2013) in which “black schools” (Boterman, 2013; Saporito & Lareau, 1999), 
“rough schools” (Benson et al., 2015), and “poor quality” schools are avoided and schools are carefully selected in search 
of the “right mix” (Billingham & Hunt, 2016; Butler & Hamnett, 2012; Raveaud & Van Zanten, 2007).

While institutional and spatial contexts differ, clear similarities between school choice strategies have been reported 
in a range of different urban contexts from Europe, the UK, and the USA (Benson et al., 2015; Noreisch, 2007; Lareau 
& Goyette, 2014; Zanten & Kosunen, 2013) but also from cities in, for instance, China, Chile, and Malaysia (Bellei et al., 
2018; Ting & Lee, 2019; Wu et al., 2018). In all these contexts middle-class parents strategically use their economic, social, 
and cultural capital in the fields of housing and education to reproduce their social position (Lareau, 2011; Reay et al., 
2011; Vowden, 2012).

Residential mobility, moving into the school catchment area of good public/state schools, is often a central pillar of 
school choice strategies of parents in these urban contexts, especially in systems with strict school districts. In a growing 
number of contexts private education may offer an alternative circuit for social reproduction, allowing parents to opt out 
of local public schools (Ball, 2003; Butler & Robson, 2003; Butler & Zanten, 2007; Cordini et al., 2019). Also, the role of 
cultural capital and social networks has been identified as important currency in the field of school choice in a range of 
different cities (Ball & Vincent, 1998; Lareau & Goyette, 2014; Weck & Hanhörster, 2015).

Notwithstanding the similarities, school choice strategies are also highly contingent on the specific rules of the game: 
the educational landscape. The specific geography of schools and levels and patterns of residential segregation are key di-
mensions of the landscape parents navigate. Also the strategies parents can develop to access schools within and beyond 
the public sector strongly differ across institutional settings (Boterman et al., 2019).

The Dutch context provides an interesting opportunity to advance the literature on the role of residential relocation 
in school choice strategies. The socio-spatial dimensions of school choice strategies in Dutch cities could be expected to 
differ significantly from what is usually described in the literature (Boterman, 2019). First and foremost, the Dutch edu-
cation system is based on principles of parental school choice and freedom to found schools based on different religious 
and didactic principles (Karsten et al., 2003). Parents therefore not only have a range of schools to choose from in their 
neighbourhood, they can also choose school outside of their residential area and even in other municipalities.

Second, nearly all education in the Netherlands is publicly funded (Ladd et al., 2009) and school fees are low (and 
officially voluntary), which means that economic capital plays only a marginal direct role for school choice (Boterman, 
2019; Karsten et al., 2003).

Third, in Dutch education children are selected at the age of 11 and tracked into different academic levels (Kuyvenhoven 
& Boterman, 2021). This means that the anxieties and stress around school choice are much more concentrated at the 
primary level. Moreover, geography plays a much smaller part in choice for secondary education than primary education 
(Ruijs & Oosterbeek, 2019). These institutional aspects of the educational landscape can hence be hypothesised to render 
residential mobility relatively unimportant for primary school choice.

Furthermore, although income differences in the Netherlands are generally relatively moderate and cities in the Netherlands 
are characterised by a highly regulated housing market, the levels of ethnic and social residential segregation among children 
are much higher than for the general population (Boterman, 2019). Residential segregation of children is demonstrated to 
be a key factor in the relatively high levels of school segregation in Dutch cities (Boterman, 2018, 2019; Ladd et al., 2009). 
Studies on primary school choice in Dutch cities demonstrate that especially white middle-class parents are found to use 
their freedom of school choice to avoid particular schools with high concentration of pupils with non-native backgrounds 
and select specific high-scoring primary schools, which are often outside of their own neighbourhood (Boterman, 2013, 2020; 
Karsten et al., 2003). However less is known about the school choice strategies of non-native (non-white) and non-middle-
class parents. Furthermore, school choice strategies are also context specific. Little is known about the difference in strategies 
of parents who do not live in diverse urban areas, who may have different strategies for school choice. This paper therefore 
sets out to investigate what socio-spatial strategies of school choice are pursued in the context of free parental choice in urban 
and suburban areas. It investigates how the selection of schools in the context of free parental choice is related to residential 
(re)location, and how school choice strategies are differentiated by social class and ethnic background.
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884  |      BOTERMAN

To address these questions, this paper draws on longitudinal individual register data of a full cohort of first-born chil-
dren in the metropolitan region of Amsterdam. First the paper describes the residential and school mobility of children 
across social class and migration background and neighbourhood context for the period 2012–2016. Second, utilising 
multinomial logit regression, the paper assesses the probabilities of pursuing specific socio-spatial strategies of school 
choice.

2   |   RESIDENTIAL MOBILITY AND SCHOOL CHOICE

The transition to parenthood is generally associated with residential mobility and, more specifically, with moving to 
spacious dwellings in suburban areas (Michielin & Mulder, 2008). The timing of this move may differ: for some families 
childbirth and children entering school age may trigger residential mobility, often out of the city into suburban areas; 
other parents may have moved (to suburban areas) anticipating having children (Michielin & Mulder, 2008; Vidal et al., 
2017). Decisions concerning residential relocation involve trade-offs between various fields, such as housing, employ-
ment, consumption, and social networks (Boterman, 2012; Butler & Robson, 2003). Various scholars have argued that 
families seek social homogeneity, that is, the presence of other families (Hedman et al., 2011) who are preferably of the 
same class and ethnicity or race (Lareau & Goyette, 2014). Such homogeneity may also foster the formation of social 
support networks and the perception of social safety (Karsten, 2007). Neighbourhood choice also structures access to 
amenities that are important to both parents and children, such as stores for daily groceries, sport clubs, playgrounds, 
and formal childcare facilities (De Meester et al., 2007). However, the most important of all neighbourhood amenities 
are schools.

There is a vast and rich literature on the intertwinement of school choice and neighbourhood choice. Concerns 
over the quality of schools is often proposed as the key reason for middle-class (often “white”) families to move out 
of specific neighbourhoods in the city and into areas that provide access to (what are perceived to be) good schools 
(Butler & Robson, 2003; Holme, 2002). Much of the literature is concerned with residential trajectories from socially 
mixed urban areas into more homogeneous suburbs or into homogeneous urban enclaves (Butler & Hamnett, 2010; 
Lareau & Goyette, 2014), but there are also some studies into the complexity of school choice in different suburban 
environments (Altenhofen et al., 2016; Lareau & Goyette, 2014). The geography of education literature demonstrates 
that urban and suburban neighbourhoods that provide good schools are very desired and as a consequence also often 
expensive (albeit not only because of schools). Urban neighbourhoods that offer access to good education as well as 
attractive housing, plenty of consumption opportunities, and good transport connections are particularly important 
sites for the upper and upper middle classes in global cities like London and Paris (Bacqué et al., 2013; Butler & Lees, 
2006).

Several studies have indicated that in schooling contexts in which (public) schools have distinct geographical service 
areas, a school district, or a catchment area, housing prices in the neighbourhood are positively correlated with the pres-
ence of a good school (Leech & Campos, 2003). In order to access these schools, households must command sufficient re-
sources, notably economic, to pay for a home in that neighbourhood. “Buying” oneself into the service area of a school is 
one of the key mechanisms by which upper middle classes and elites are able to ensure social reproduction. Furthermore, 
private education may offer an alternative school choice strategy demanding the deployment of much economic capital. 
In the absence of the option to go private while living in socially and ethnically diverse urban contexts, (white) middle-
class parents are demonstrated to pursue other strategies that entail deploying specific forms of cultural and social capital 
(Hernández, 2019).

The different types of strategies are eloquently summarised in a paper by Butler & Hamnett on school choice in East 
London: “parents’ chances of getting a chosen school for a child depend – crudely – on place, prayer or payment” (2012, 
p. 1244). They continue: “such as choice may now no longer be primarily about faith, but rather about trying to access 
schools which are thought to offer a preferable set of values, educational ethos and outcomes.” While faith per se contin-
ues to play a relevant part in school choice in a range of contexts (including Amsterdam), I take the metaphor of “prayer.” 
here to encompass school selection based on a broader set of social and cultural aspects of choice, which are intrinsically 
linked with ethnic but also explicitly classed dispositions. Other studies from a range of different urban and national con-
texts come to similar conclusions about the various forms of capital in school choice strategies. Studies from, for instance, 
Berlin, Stockholm, and Paris suggest that the employment of economic capital (“payment”), cultural and social capital 
(“prayer”), and residential mobility (“place”) are key elements of strategies by which urban middle classes try to secure 
access to education (Benson et al., 2015; Larsson & Hultqvist, 2018; Noreisch, 2007; Zanten & Kosunen, 2013).
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This emerging comparative literature of the geography of education (Butler & Zanten, 2007) thus reveals remarkable 
similarities across educational landscapes, but also shows that different fractions of the middle classes utilise different 
strategies for social reproduction that play out differently in urban space. Many families use residential location as part of 
their educational strategies and move into catchment areas of highly regarded schools. In the USA this is a highly racial-
ised choice, which also coincides with social class, which has been extensively discussed in terms of “white flight” to the 
suburbs (Logan et al., 2017). Also, in some contexts such as Copenhagen and Milan, private schools are common ways 
to avoid the (perceived) lower quality of the state system (Cordini et al., 2019; Nielsen & Andersen, 2019), a role that is 
also played by charter schools in American cities (Renzulli & Evans, 2005). In the literature school choice practices of the 
more progressive fractions of the middle class are sometimes pitched as “against the grain” (James, 2015) as they delib-
erately seek out “fish out of water” experiences (Hernández, 2019; Reay et al., 2011) by sending their children to highly 
diverse schools, often within their neighbourhood. These fractions of the middle classes may lack the financial means to 
just buy property in the catchment areas of highly reputed schools but also express ideological reservations about going 
private, concomitant with their accumulation of specific forms of symbolic capital (Ramos Lobato et al., 2018; Weck & 
Hanhörster, 2015). However, as several studies have shown, school choice of these middle-class fractions is still very 
carefully negotiated (Andreotti et al., 2013). Butler and Hamnett (2010, p. 2439) refer to this negotiation as seeking the 
“Goldilocks” solution: the school has to be “just right,” not too segregated, not too diverse, not too posh, not too trashy. So 
while these school choice strategies do not necessarily turn out successfully (see also Lareau et al., 2016), they ultimately 
still aim to provide a “fish in the water” experience (Boterman, 2013; Hernández, 2019).

The overwhelming majority of these studies focuses on the experiences of middle-class, often white, parents. There is 
however a growing body of literature that also centrefolds the school choice practices of non-white parents and specifi-
cally how class intersects with race (Byrne, 2009; Rollock et al., 2014). Although some studies demonstrate that middle-
class parents of colour pay attention to similar aspects of schools as white middle-class parents (Ball et al., 2013; Butler & 
Hamnett, 2012), there are also studies that reveal that parents of colour select schools not just for the quality of education 
but also to avoid exposure to racism and low expectations (Vincent et al., 2013). Furthermore, other studies have shown 
that middle- and working-class parents may have similar ambitions for education, but have different resources and con-
straints and therefore demonstrate different enrolment practices. The role of social networks is crucial in this respect 
(Ball & Vincent, 1998; Lareau & Goyette, 2014). Social networks are strongly classed and racialized, which implies that 
the “hot grape vine knowledge” (Ball & Vincent, 1998) used to assess school quality and atmosphere is often conducive 
to reproducing patterns of school segregation. Also, schools play a role in gatekeeping, in which working-class children 
and/or children of colour and/or of non-native backgrounds may not be accepted in their desired schools (Ledwith & 
Reilly, 2013; Reay et al., 2011).

3   |   AMSTERDAM’S EDUCATIONAL LANDSCAPE

The Amsterdam educational context stands out from most other urban regions across the western world. In the 
Netherlands, parents have a constitutional right to freely choose schools, which means that officially no school catch-
ment areas or school districts exist. Therefore one might expect that, in the Amsterdam context, school choice issues play 
a smaller role in residential choice and school choice is also less fraught with the anxieties that have been reported, for 
instance, in the UK (Butler & Hamnett, 2012; Butler & Robson, 2003).

Notwithstanding, both SES and ethnic school segregation in Amsterdam is high compared with in other cities, such 
as Helsinki or London (see Boterman, 2019; Ladd et al., 2009), and in public debate and also in policy documents school 
choice and segregation are hotly debated topics. Most children attend schools in the close proximity and have a throng of 
schools to choose from within walking or cycling1 distance. Studies on Amsterdam school choice reveal a similar anxiety 
and preoccupation with school choice as reported for other urban contexts. In Amsterdam, as in other multicultural 
urban contexts, class and race strongly intersect in school choice (Boterman, 2020). Much of the debate about school 
quality and (un)desirable schools is framed in terms of race and class, using terms such as “mixed,” “white,” and “black” 
schools. White middle-class parents associate “black schools” with lower quality, negative socialisation, and “bad school 
atmosphere,” Freedom of school choice is found to be used by white middle-class parents to avoid particular schools 
with high concentrations of pupils with non-native backgrounds and select specific high-scoring primary schools that 
are often outside of their own neighbourhood (Boterman, 2013; Karsten et al., 2003). In the absence of the option pay-
ing directly for high-performing schools (“Payment”; Butler & Hamnett, 2012), affluent households use various forms 
of capital to carefully select desired schools. Among the strategies that members of the middle classes in Amsterdam 
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886  |      BOTERMAN

use to obtain access to desired education (Boterman, 2013) are the selection of specific types of education (Montessori, 
Waldorf) and avoidance of others (Islamic; orthodox-Protestant; “Prayer”); actively taking initiative to “mixing” schools 
transforming local schools into middle-class schools; commuting for schools outside of the neighbourhood; and finally 
residential relocation (“Place”). It is unclear, however, how often these strategies are applied and also how they are sim-
ilar/different for non-white, non-middle-class parents.

4   |   DATA & METHODS

This paper draws on the statistical databases of Statistics Netherlands that contain individual-level longitudinal register 
data. A large number of databases can be interlinked using an encrypted identifier for individuals. These individuals can 
also be attributed to – also anonymised – institutions such as schools and businesses, and also to spatial units, which are 
non-anonymised, which allows for mapping and other spatial analyses. To build the dataset for this paper, I selected all 
children living in the metropolitan area of Amsterdam (MRA)2 on 1 January 2012 who were enrolled in primary schools 
in October 2016 (children start attending primary school at 4 years old). From the children in primary schools in 2016, 
I only selected those children who were members of a household in which, between 2012 and 2016, a school had to be 
selected for the first time. Because younger siblings typically just attend the same school as their older brothers and sis-
ters, only the eldest child within a household was included. In this way I was best able to measure the real “choice” for 
a school.

Most of the children who lived in the MRA in 2012 attended a school in 2016 within the metropolitan region of 
Amsterdam, but about 5.8% had moved out of the MRA altogether. For this group I did not analyse the types of neigh-
bourhood and schools they attended in 2016. The final dataset, containing a cohort of about 27,000 pupils, was then 
enriched with information from datasets containing parental and household characteristics, such as household income, 
highest educational attainment of parents, field of study of parents, and country of birth of both parents. Also data about 
the composition of schools and neighbourhoods was merged into the dataset.

The definitions used for creating the categories are based on the composition of the populations in school and neigh-
bourhood of children who already attended the school (so excluding the children of the cohort that makes the school 
choice, avoiding endogeneity problems). For both units the same logic is maintained: I calculated the share of the low-, 
lower-middle-, upper-middle-, and high-income parents and the share of university-trained, (higher) vocationally 
trained, and lower educated parents, as well as the share of children with different migration backgrounds3 (see below) 
of the children already attending school. These shares were used in a kmeans cluster analysis, which was conducted to 
generate four clusters for schools and neighbourhoods. (These clusters correlated strongly with the composition of the 
school in terms of socio-economic status (SES) and migration background. See Appendix S5 for details about the cluster 
analysis.) They were interpreted as four types:

1.	 Homogeneously native Dutch, high SES;
2.	 Homogeneously native Dutch, mixed SES;
3.	 Mixed in both ethnic and SES terms; and
4.	 Predominantly non-Western, low/mixed SES.

4.1  |  Typology of socio-spatial strategies

For the final step of the analysis I defined a typology of different socio-spatial practices of school choice, based on neigh-
bourhood, school selection, and residential mobility.

All possible combinations of residential mobility, neighbourhood type, and school type would yield a very large num-
ber of possibilities. For this part of the analysis I therefore re-categorised the four school and neighbourhood types into 
binary categories, resulting in a more workable yet simplified operationalising of school selection.

The first distinction made is between those who moved out of their neighbourhood and those who stayed. The 
next distinction is made between the type of neighbourhood they moved to (or stayed in) in terms of its composition. 
I re-categorised neighbourhood types into two categories: homogeneously high SES, predominantly native Dutch, 
which I refer to as “homogeneous,” and the other three neighbourhood types are referred to as “mixed,” because they 
are mixed at least along one dimension. The third division is based on the mobility in terms of school choice. As there 
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      |  887BOTERMAN

are no legal restrictions in terms of where one could register a child, schools can be attended within and outside of 
the neighbourhood.

Finally, I re-categorised the four types of schools in the same dichotomous manner as the neighbourhood types: 
the homogenous native Dutch, high SES schools are referred to as “homogenous” and the other three school types are 
lumped together in the “mixed” category because they are more mixed.

This typology yields a set of 16 different socio-spatial practices (see Appendix S4 for the flow chart). This taxonomy 
was even further simplified into six categories. This has both a practical and a theoretical reason. Some of those practices 
are hypothetically very different; others are considered to be fairly similar. For instance, moving into a “homogeneous” 
neighbourhood and sending one’s child into a “homogeneous” school outside of the neighbourhood are not very dif-
ferent from attending a homogeneous school in the neighbourhood. Also, some categories are only practised by a very 
small number of families. I therefore aggregated categories to come to a more concise and theoretically logical typology 
consisting of six categories:

1.	 Stayed in a “mixed4” neighbourhood, attending a “mixed” neighbourhood school;
2.	 Stayed in a “mixed” neighbourhood, attending a “homogeneous” school;
3.	 Stayed in a “homogeneous” neighbourhood, attending a “homogeneous” school;
4.	 Stayed in a “mixed” neighbourhood, attending a “mixed” school elsewhere;
5.	 Moved, attending a “homogeneous” school; and
6.	 Moved, attending a “mixed” school.

This is of course a huge simplification of the complexity of school choice. Nonetheless, from the literature and the spe-
cific Amsterdam case, homogenously native Dutch middle-class schools emerge as a major reason to move and to select 
schools outside of the neighbourhood. The socio-spatial strategies identified in other international (Butler & Hamnett, 
2007) and local studies (Boterman, 2013) suggest this typology should capture a significant part of the school choice 
dynamics.

4.2  |  Analytical strategy

The analysis is in three steps. First it is described whether families move or not and, if they do, the direction of mobil-
ity (within neighbourhood, municipality, region, and out of the region) is described. The second step is to describe the 
patterns of school choice and then to estimate the probabilities of selecting one of the four types of schools based on a 
multinomial logit model. The third and final step describes the distribution of the different socio-spatial strategies, which 
combine both residential mobility, neighbourhood characteristics, and school types. The probabilities for pursuing any of 
the six strategies are estimated based on a multinomial logit regression that includes the control variables income quar-
tiles, level of educational attainment (low vocational; higher vocational; university), migration background including the 
largest minority groups in the Netherlands (native Dutch background; Moroccan; Turkish; Surinamese; Antillean; other 
Non-Western5; Western); Tenure (social rental; private rental; ownership); field of study (Humanities; Social Sciences; 
Social Work; Economics; Business; Law; Medicine; Public Health; Science, Tech, Engineering, Math (STEM); and other); 
and finally dummies for the large urban municipalities within the metropolitan region (Amsterdam; Haarlem; Almere; 
and Zaanstad). The control variables are used to operationalise ethnicity as well as different dimensions of social class 
and capture both economic capital and serve as proxies for cultural capital (study and educational attainment).

5   |   DESCRIPTIVE RESULTS

5.1  |  Descriptive analysis of residential mobility

Between 2012 and 2016, 30% of the children of the studied cohort moved house, the majority of whom moved within their 
neighbourhood or municipality. Table 1 describes the patterns of residential mobility across the educational attainment of 
parents, their field of study, household income, and migration background. Highly educated and lower educated parents 
move more often than vocationally trained parents. Also those with upper-middle incomes are most likely to move, while 
both low and high income are associated with less frequent mobility. Moving behaviour is also quite differentiated across 
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field of study: of graduates trained in medicine, almost 50% moved, mainly out of or within the region (32%), while of the 
people who are trained in Science (STEM) only 14% moved out of their municipality. Also migration background is strongly 
associated with different moving practices: especially children from Turkish and Moroccan backgrounds are more likely to 
stay put, compared with native Dutch parents but also compared with people of Surinamese and Antillean backgrounds.

Table 2 shows that children entering school-age may trigger different residential practices for families in suburban 
contexts than in urban contexts. Moving is more common for urban families, especially when they live in Amsterdam, 
than for suburban families. Remarkably, moving out of the city, mostly to the region, is most common among families 
who are living in the most privileged areas, where generally also the highest performing schools are located.

5.2  |  Descriptive analysis of school choice

School segregation in the Amsterdam area is substantial and this is reflected in the fact that children of different SES 
and migration backgrounds attend other types of schools. Figure 1 describes the different school enrolment, split by 

T A B L E  1   Residential mobility 2012–2016 by SES and migration background

Did not 
move

Moved within 
neighbourhood

Moved within 
municipality

Moved 
within 
region

Moved out of 
region N

Migration background

Dutch 65% 3% 14% 10% 7% 17,994

Moroccan 75% 5% 14% 4% 2% 2,303

Turkish 72% 5% 16% 5% 2% 1,185

Surinamese 64% 4% 17% 9% 5% 1,276

Antillean 59% 3% 22% 9% 8% 358

Non-Western 64% 4% 17% 9% 6% 3,157

Western 63% 4% 17% 10% 7% 2,812

Educational attainment

Lower 62% 5% 21% 8% 4% 4,965

Vocational 66% 4% 17% 9% 5% 5,573

Higher vocational 69% 3% 13% 9% 6% 5,791

University 62% 4% 12% 13% 9% 6,151

Study

Other 67% 4% 16% 8% 5% 13,254

Economics 64% 5% 10% 14% 7% 689

Law 61% 4% 13% 14% 8% 776

Humanities 63% 4% 15% 11% 7% 1,066

Healthcare 66% 2% 13% 10% 9% 686

Science Tech Engineering 
Mathematics

69% 3% 14% 8% 5% 4,092

Medicine 52% 5% 11% 15% 18% 466

Social work 59% 4% 21% 10% 5% 1,326

Business 65% 4% 14% 11% 6% 4,665

Education 68% 3% 14% 8% 6% 889

Social Science 63% 4% 14% 11% 9% 1,170

Household income

Lowest 25% 54% 5% 24% 9% 7% 3,933

25%–50% 65% 4% 18% 8% 4% 6,554

50%–75% 73% 3% 13% 7% 4% 7,587

Highest quartile 67% 4% 11% 12% 7% 10,666
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migration background, level of income, education, and field of study. Income and level of education reveal very similar 
distributions. High income (41%) and highly educated parents enrol their children in ethnically homogenous (native 
Dutch), high SES schools (over 51%). Middle incomes and vocationally educated parents relatively often have their chil-
dren in mixed SES and homogeneous native Dutch schools. Lower and middle SES groups attend schools with both 
ethnically and socially mixed populations slightly more. Parents with a university degree and lower educated send their 
children least into mixed schools.

The differences among the fields of study are also substantial. Graduates of studies such as Law, Medicine, and 
Economics are sending their children to homogenous middle class schools, while STEM, social work, education, and 
healthcare graduates have their children more in mixed schools. Despite the work suggesting cultural fractions of the 
middle classes in social sciences and the humanities are more diversity seeking, they also have their children in quite 
homogenous schools. Finally, migration background is also a crucial factor. Children with non-Western backgrounds, 

T A B L E  2   Residential mobility 2012–2016 by municipality and neighbourhood (nbh) type

Did not 
move

Moved within 
neighbourhood

Moved within 
municipality

Moved 
within 
region

Moved out of 
region N

Other municipalities 
(suburban)

72% 4% 12% 7% 5% 11,340

Haarlem 69% 3% 13% 11% 4% 2,073

Almere 69% 3% 19% 4% 5% 2,725

Zaanstad 73% 3% 15% 5% 4% 1,805

Amsterdam 57% 5% 17% 13% 8% 11,136

Within Amsterdam

Homogeneously non-
Western, low to mixed 
SES nbh

61% 5% 19% 9% 5% 4,946

Mixed ethnically and SES 
nbh

59% 3% 16% 13% 8% 1,809

Homogeneously native 
Dutch, high SESs nbh

51% 4% 16% 17% 11% 4,379

F I G U R E  1   Enrolment in types of schools, by SES and migration background (2016) in MRA
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notably with Turkish and Moroccan parents, are much more likely to attend schools where there are already concentra-
tions of children with similar backgrounds and relatively lower SES (over 50%). Among native Dutch children only a very 
small share (5%) attend that type of school.

School selection can be explained in great part by the residential location of these children as well as the distribution 
of the types of schools. Figure 2 describes the school types children were enrolled in by municipality and the type of 
their residential neighbourhood in 2016. It reveals a strong correlation between spatial context and school type. First, the 
range of options looks very different in the different municipalities. The educational landscape differs between the four 
urban centres and the suburban municipalities. Amsterdam is very polarised, with both schools dominated by low SES 
and non-Western pupils and many white middle-class schools, whereas Almere has mainly mixed schools. Haarlem has 
most children attending elite schools, while suburban areas are generally offering a mixed SES, but predominantly native 
Dutch (white) school population.

Furthermore, school choice dynamics are also contingent on the neighbourhood. In most neighbourhood types, chil-
dren attend schools that are relatively similar to the neighbourhood, albeit substantial variation within neighbourhoods 
exists. In ethnically and socially mixed areas a substantial share of the neighbourhood children (40%) do not attend a 
similarly mixed school. Even in middle-class native Dutch neighbourhoods about 25% of the children attend more mixed 
schools. Attending similar types however does not necessarily indicate children attend neighbourhood schools. There 
is substantial school mobility of parents sending their children to schools elsewhere. Also, within the neighbourhood 
substantial variation between schools may exist. This attests to the importance of understanding the idiosyncrasies of the 
local educational landscape, especially in the context of relatively unbounded choice.

5.3  |  Descriptive analysis of socio-spatial strategies of school choice

This final descriptive section describes how school choice and residential mobility are interlinked in socio-spatial strat-
egies. Figure 3 presents the different socio-spatial strategies by parental background across SES and migration back-
ground. It demonstrates that about 40% of parents with high income and college and university degrees often enrol their 
children into homogeneous schools, either by staying in their own homogeneous residential area or by moving into such 
a neighbourhood. This is much higher than among lower SES groups, who are remarkably mobile but rarely enrol for 
homogeneous schools. Looking at the role of field of study, parents with Law, Economics, Social Science, and Medicine 
degrees often send their children to homogenous schools, either by staying put in middle-class neighbourhoods, through 
utilising school choice, or by moving into areas providing access to those schools.

F I G U R E  2   Description of attendance of types of schools, by municipality in MRA and neighbourhood type
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There are also substantial differences between children with different migration backgrounds. Children from Turkish 
and Moroccan backgrounds do not only move comparatively little, they also do not send their children into homogenous 
schools, whether they moved or not. Surinamese-Dutch children, who move quite often, do not enrol into homogenously 
middle-class schools.

The effect of parental background is also partly a selection effect into specific residential areas. Figure 4 shows that 
supply of schools differs geographically: in Almere and Zaanstad no homogenous native Dutch, high SES schools exist. 
Of course, in these municipalities, relatively speaking, some schools might be also more homogenously highly educated, 
but the level of homogeneity in terms of SES and ethnicity simply does not exist. In Amsterdam and Haarlem, but also in 
the other, suburban municipalities, these schools are a key part of the educational landscape.

Furthermore, Figure 4 also reveals that moving in general, and moving coinciding with enrolment in a middle-class 
school in particular (the shaded bars), are more common strategies in Amsterdam than in other parts of the region. 
Strategies are thus clearly contingent on the residential context at the level of municipalities. Figure 4 also shows that 
strategies also differ significantly within Amsterdam and across neighbourhood types in the region too. Within homog-
enous native Dutch and high SES neighbourhoods, selecting a local similar school and moving out to enrol for such a 
school is more common than in other types of neighbourhoods. This is the case in Amsterdam but also elsewhere in the 
metropolitan region.

The difficulty now is that the various descriptions of the strategies reveal a complexity in which individual char-
acteristics but also residential location strongly correlate with school choice and residential mobility. For instance, 
the role of individual characteristics such as income and ethnicity may also be mediated by spatial and school con-
text. The correlations between ethnicity, SES, residential neighbourhood, and the local educational landscape that 
determine the set of choices are now addressed in a set of multinomial regression models that aim to unravel the 
complexity of socio-spatial strategies. The next section disentangles some of these relationships by estimating the 
probability of attending a specific school type (model 1) and pursuing a particular socio-spatial strategy (model 2) in 
multinomial logit models.

6   |   RESULTS FROM THE MULTINOMIAL LOGIT ANALYSIS

6.1  |  Probabilities of enrolling for different school types

To facilitate easier interpretation, I present only the predicted probabilities of pursuing a particular strategy for differ-
ent independent factors. The figures presented below are therefore based on the model but appear as relatively simple 

F I G U R E  3   Descriptive frequencies of pursued socio-spatial strategies by SES, study, and migration background
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graphs. It is important to stress that they are not a repetition of the descriptions in the previous section. The full models 
can be found in Appendices S1 and S2.

The first model gauges the probability of attending one of the four types of schools, thereby taking the neighbourhood 
context as one of the explanatory variables in addition to the other used controls (migration background, SES, study, city 
dummies, tenure). Figure 5 illustrates the spatially contingent nature of school choice. While it is clear that educational 
background (and also income and migration background) have significant effects, the type of neighbourhood is also cru-
cial for school choice. In mixed areas differences between children of highly and lower educated parents are modest, but 
in homogeneous areas differences are substantial. Remarkably, children of lower educated parents who live in a middle-
class neighbourhood have only a probability of 50% of attending a homogeneous and middle-class school compared with 
77% for the children of university-graduated parents. Also in areas dominated by non-native children, and with a rela-
tively lower levels of SES, parents with different educational backgrounds make significantly different choices. Highly 
educated parents are much more likely to enrol for schools with higher shares of their own group.

6.2  |  Probabilities of pursuing different socio-spatial strategies

The second model focuses on socio-spatial strategies The analysis reveals that migration background, the SES indicators, 
study, tenure, and spatial context all matter for the strategies parents pursue (see Appendix S2). To make clear which 
strategies are more or less likely, I calculated the logarithm of the relative probability of pursuing a specific strategy 
(compared to the average of the whole cohort). In Figure 6, negative values hence indicate that for parents belonging to 
this category it is less likely than average that they will pursue the strategy. Positive values indicate a stronger likelihood 
of pursuing a specific strategy.

It appears that level of education strongly correlates with specific strategies. Lower educated parents are much less 
likely to live in homogenous middle-class neighbourhoods and have children in homogenous middle-class schools. Also 
field of study is a significant predictor: Law graduates are about 65%6 more likely than average to have their child in a 
homogeneous school in their own middle-class neighbourhood, whereas for people in education this is about 20%7 less 

F I G U R E  4   Descriptive frequencies (in %) of pursued socio-spatial strategies by municipality and neighbourhood type

0%
10%
20%
30%
40%
50%
60%
70%
80%
90%

100%

O
th

er

H
aa

rle
m

Al
m

er
e

Za
an

st
ad

Am
st

er
da

m

 H
om

og
en

eo
us

ly
 n

on
-W

es
te

rn
, l

ow
/m

ix
ed

 S
ES

 n
bh

M
ix

ed
 e

th
ni

ca
lly

 a
nd

 S
ES

 n
bh

Ho
m

og
en

eo
us

ly
 n

a�
ve

 D
ut

ch
, h

ig
h 

SE
S 

nb
h

 H
om

og
en

eo
us

ly
 n

on
-W

es
te

rn
, l

ow
/m

ix
ed

 S
ES

 n
bh

M
ix

ed
 e

th
ni

ca
lly

 a
nd

 S
ES

 n
bh

Ho
m

og
en

eo
us

ly
 n

a�
ve

 D
ut

ch
, m

ix
ed

 S
ES

 n
bh

Ho
m

og
en

eo
us

ly
 n

a�
ve

 D
ut

ch
, h

ig
h 

SE
S 

nb
h

Amsterdam Rest MRA

Moved, homogeneous school

Moved . mixed school

Same nbh, mixed school elsewhere

Same homogeneous nbh, homogeneous
school

Same nbh, homogeneous school

Same nbh, local mixed school

 14755661, 2021, 4, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://rgs-ibg.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/tran.12454 by U

va U
niversiteitsbibliotheek, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [03/03/2026]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



      |  893BOTERMAN

likely. The relatively low number of cases, however, gives large confidence intervals, making many differences not always 
significant (see the full model in Appendix S2). Also for ethnic groups the confidence intervals are large. Nonetheless, the 
differences between Native Dutch and most other ethnic groups are significant.

Finally, Figure 7 compares the relative probabilities of the six strategies for different groups of parents in Amsterdam 
and the suburban municipalities. It reveals that not just the parental characteristics but also the spatial context informs 
which socio-spatial strategies are pursued. When living in Amsterdam proper, the probability that highly educated par-
ents are sending children to homogenous schools, whether coinciding with residential mobility or not, is much higher 
than for children already living in suburban municipalities. Also, in Amsterdam the probability of moving out of the 
neighbourhood is much larger for university and vocationally trained parents, and even lower educated parents are 
slightly more likely than average to move. For the latter this does not coincide with enrolment in middle-class schools, 
however. For lower educated parents, the odds are generally lower than for the average for all children in the MRA but 
relatively higher within Amsterdam than in suburban locations. The types of schools available to parents depend on the 
local social-geographical context. Residential mobility partly mediates this but does not “solve” everything. Given the fact 
that all residential mobility involves trade-offs between various aspects of interlinked lives of parents and children, where 
a family lives both informs moving practices and is the result and manifestation of earlier decisions. This points to an 
effect of the specific educational landscape that consists of the local institutional context, the geography of schools, and 
also the patterns of social and ethnic segregation in neighbourhood and schools that are both the result of socio-spatial 
strategies of school choice as well as informing and producing them.

7   |   CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION

This paper examines the interconnections of residential mobility and school choice in the Amsterdam metropolitan 
region. By selecting a full cohort of first-born children, born in the region in 2012, who are in primary school by the end 
of 2016, this paper has been able to investigate the complex interplay of residential context, school landscape, and family 
background in terms of SES and ethnicity in processes of school selection. In answer to the questions “How is selection 
of schools in the context of free parental choice related to residential (re)location?” and “How are school choice strategies 
differentiated by social class and ethnic background?,” this paper draws the following main conclusions.

First, the paper finds that both the background of children and where they live are strong predictors of school 
choice. Parents of different backgrounds use the freedom of school choice to select schools with similar compositions to 

F I G U R E  5   Predicted probabilities, based on multinomial logistic regression, of attending school types, by educational attainment of 
parents and neighbourhood type. (For layout reasons confidence intervals have been omitted here (maximum 3% deviation from displayed 
mean). They can be found in Appendix S3)

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

lo
w

er
 e

du
ca

te
d

vo
ca

tio
na

l

hi
gh

er
 v

oc
at

io
na

l

un
iv

er
sit

y

lo
w

er
 e

du
ca

te
d

vo
ca

tio
na

l

hi
gh

er
 v

oc
at

io
na

l

un
iv

er
sit

y

lo
w

er
 e

du
ca

te
d

vo
ca

tio
na

l

hi
gh

er
 v

oc
at

io
na

l

un
iv

er
sit

y

lo
w

er
 e

du
ca

te
d

vo
ca

tio
na

l

hi
gh

er
 v

oc
at

io
na

l

un
iv

er
sit

y

Homogeneously non-Western,
low/ mixed SES nbh

Mixed ethnically and SES nbh Homogeneously native Dutch,
mixed SES nbh

Homogeneously native Dutch,
high SES nbh

Homogeneously native Dutch, high SES
school

Homogeneously native Dutch, mixed
SES school

Mixed ethnically and SES school

 Homogenously non-Western, low/
mixed SES school

 14755661, 2021, 4, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://rgs-ibg.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/tran.12454 by U

va U
niversiteitsbibliotheek, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [03/03/2026]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



894  |      BOTERMAN

themselves, thereby reproducing the segregated landscape (Butler & Hamnett, 2012; Vowden, 2012). This social homoph-
ily (van Gent et al, 2019) has clear ethnic and social class dimensions that also crucially intersect. High SES parents send 
their children disproportionately to homogenous middle-class schools, but this is also differentiated by class fraction: 
parents with law, medicine or economic degrees enrol their children much more often in homogenous schools than those 
with diplomas from social work or education. Moreover, white parents (native Dutch and parents from other Western 
backgrounds) select schools that are predominantly “white”; parents with Moroccan and Turkish backgrounds dispro-
portionately enrol at schools with very low numbers of native Dutch – also when controlling for SES.

Some of these effects are due to selection effects into municipalities and neighbourhoods. Parents with different SES 
and ethnic backgrounds live in different parts of the metropolitan area and have a different range of schools available 
to them. Nonetheless, what is particularly interesting is that when living in the same (type of) area, parents of different 

F I G U R E  6   Logarithm of the relative predicted probabilities, based on multinomial logistic regression, of pursued socio-spatial strategies 
by SES and migration background
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SES and migration background still often enrol their children in different schools. In homogeneous middle-class neigh-
bourhoods in particular, where also most homogeneous middle-class schools are located, lower educated parents rela-
tively often send their children to non-middle-class schools. Correspondingly, in areas that are inhabited predominantly 
by children with non-Western backgrounds, middle-class “white” parents are selecting schools with higher shares of 
Western and highly educated children, while lower educated and non-Western parents select local schools, often with 
similar compositions to the neighbourhood (Boterman, 2013).

A second set of main findings is that school choice is still highly contingent on the local options parents have available 
to them (Burgess et al., 2011). This choice set is multi-scalar: the wider municipal as well as the local neighbourhood con-
text structure school choice dynamics. The analysis shows, for instance, that in suburban areas predominantly white, na-
tive Dutch schools, with a quite mixed population in terms of SES are the norm. These, however, hardly exist in the city of 
Amsterdam. In contrast, homogeneous schools with very high shares of highly educated, native Dutch parents are strongly 
concentrated in the cities of Amsterdam and Haarlem, but do not really exist in the other urban centres of Zaanstad or 
Almere. Schools with high shares of pupils of non-Western backgrounds and low SES, which are in (highly problematic) 
public discourse referred to as “black schools,” are mainly an urban phenomenon too. Mixed schools, with diverse popula-
tions in terms of SES and ethnicity are found mainly in Amsterdam but even more so in Almere. This means that also the 
strategies parents pursue are highly contingent on the local educational landscape (Boterman, 2020; Bridge, 2006).

Third, this paper concludes that a free school choice landscape engenders a different intertwinement of residential 
and school choice than in contexts with stronger geographical constraints through catchment areas or school districts 
(Boterman, 2019; Holme, 2002; Lareau & Goyette, 2014). In Dutch cities it is possible to select a desired school among 
various alternatives, without moving. A substantial number of children attend schools outside of their neighbourhood 
and an even larger share attend schools that deviate from their neighbourhood composition.

The analysis demonstrates that 70% of the studied cohort did not move between birth and school start, and an even 
larger number (85%) of children attend a school in the same municipality where they were born. So while residential mo-
bility is often a central instrument of school choice (choosing homes, choosing schools) (Holme, 2002; Lareau & Goyette, 
2014), in the studied free parental choice context residential relocation is not necessarily the cornerstone of school choice 
strategies. Notwithstanding, the relative importance of residential relocation as part of the strategies of parents choosing 
schools depends on specific intersections of social class and migration background, which are relational to the urban 
and neighbourhood context. Geography is still important for school choice even when few spatial and institutional con-
straints of parental choice exist (Boterman, 2019; Wilson & Bridge, 2019).

Most notably, residential relocation is more likely among families living in urban areas. In the city of Amsterdam, 
moving between urban neighbourhoods, but also moving into more suburban locations is a more common strategy than 
elsewhere in the region. Interestingly, moving from Amsterdam is most common among families who already live in 
homogeneous middle-class areas (40%). For them, residential mobility relatively often coincides with enrolment into 
homogeneous middle-class native Dutch schools (60% of all movers). In contrast, residential mobility is lowest in middle-
class, predominantly native Dutch suburbs (20%). Possibly, families there may have moved there prior to having children 
(Michielin & Mulder, 2008).

F I G U R E  7   Logarithm of the relative predicted probabilities, based on multinomial logistic regression, of pursued socio-spatial strategies 
by educational attainment and municipality
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Moreover, the role of residential relocation in school choice also differs across parental background. Highly edu-
cated and high-income parents have their children more often in homogeneous schools, either through what could 
be called “privileged immobility” (staying put in middle-class neighbourhoods); through “school mobility” (selecting 
desired schools elsewhere); or through school-related residential mobility. It appears that the more economically 
strong fractions of the middle classes are most often pursuing strategies of staying put or moving out, while school 
mobility is more common among progressive fractions of the middle classes. This is reminiscent of the work of 
Butler and Robson (2003) and Boterman (2013), who also found differences between class fractions. Interestingly, 
less privileged non-middle-class parents are not less likely to move, but they rarely (succeed to) enrol their children 
in homogenous middle-class schools. Furthermore, the role of (residential) (im)mobility is also differentiated across 
migration background. Native Dutch parents are much more likely to enrol in ethically and socially homogenous 
schools, thereby employing strategies of immobility, specific school choice, and residential mobility, also when con-
trolling for SES.

Since the analysis is only looking into revealed preferences (practice) and not motivations, it is unclear which 
aspects of the socio-spatial strategies are directly related to school composition or (perceived) quality. Qualitative 
studies in Amsterdam (Boterman, 2013), but also in many other contexts (Benson et al., 2015; Hamnett et al., 2013; 
Noreisch, 2007), have strongly suggested important intersections of class and race/ethnicity that are informing school 
choices with respect to residential location. This paper confirms the importance of both class and ethnicity for school 
choice, both in terms of its importance of the school composition and also as independent variables explaining the 
different school choices parents of different SES and ethnic backgrounds (can) make (Saporito & Lareau, 1999). The 
longitudinal analysis of an entire cohort of children allowed for quantification of (some of) the qualitative work on 
school choice strategies.

The analysis presented in this paper demonstrates that although residential mobility is part of school choice, most 
parents navigate the school landscape in which they already live. Although some families still may move after having 
started in primary school, a substantial share stays put and deals with the school options available. This implies that 
school choice policies, which have been firmly in place in the Dutch context for many decades, take away some of the 
anxieties and perceived necessity of moving away from socially and ethnically mixed areas. This is consistent with the 
findings of (Pearman & Swain, 2017), who found that school choice may support gentrification and that school choice 
policies are partly a response to the ongoing gentrification of urban neighbourhoods (Candipan, 2020). In fact freedom 
of school choice may be a sine qua non of substantial presence of middle-class families in the city (family gentrification) 
(Boterman, 2019; Karsten, 2007). In the ethnically and socially mixed Amsterdam neighbourhoods, school choice seems 
negatively correlated with residential relocation. So while it causes partly high levels of school segregation, it paradoxi-
cally may also help residential integration.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
The author would like to thank the editor and three anonymous referees for providing valuable and constructive 
feedback.

DATA AVAILABILITY STATEMENT
The data used for this study are public register data from Dutch Statistics. These data, although public, can only be ac-
cessed through research institutions after payment and signing statements with respect to data protection.

ORCID
Willem R. Boterman   https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8908-5842 

ENDNOTES
	1	 Cycling is the most common form of transport in Amsterdam, especially for children.

	2	 The MRA is the wider functional and administrative region of Amsterdam, which has about 2.4 million inhabitants. The region includes 
Amsterdam proper, its first and second ring of suburbs, but also three other urban cores that are independent cities and have strong demo-
graphic and economic ties to Amsterdam: Haarlem, Almere, and Zaanstad.

	3	 Ethnicity is measured here as migration background. I am aware that migration background is not the same as ethnicity. However, categori-
sations based on migration background (e.g., Turkey, Morocco, and Surinam) are proxies that are inclusive of a range of the main ethnic-
ities in the Amsterdam primary school population, such as Berber-speaking Rif-Moroccans; Creole-Surinamese; Hindustani-Surinamese; 
Anatolian-Turkish; and Kurdish.
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	4	 “Mixed” here refers to ethnically and/or socially mixed; “homogeneous” here refers to both native Dutch and high SES.

	5	 Non-western is a rather odd definition maintained by Dutch statistics. It includes all countries outside of Europe, excluding USA, Canada, 
Australia, New Zealand, Japan, and Indonesia.

	6	 (e–.5)

	7	 (e–.196)
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