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In recent decades, Spain and other European countries have introduced liberalising 
ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ ƛƴ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŀƭƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΩ 
freedom of choice. In Catalonia, however, these measures have increased school 
segregation, particularly in Barcelona. To address this policy challenge, the Barcelona 
Education Consortium (CEB) has implemented initiatives such as Comprehensive 
School Transformations. These targeted interventions focus on schools facing low 
demand or high complexity, with the dual goals of increasing their attractiveness and 
fostering greater educational equity. This evaluation examines whether and how these 
transformations are associated with changes in segregation and school-level conditions 
linked to educational quality. The methodology combines quantitative and qualitative 
analysis, using CEB data (2018-2023) and interviews with key stakeholders, including 
headmasters, teachers, families and students. The results show that these 
transformations have improved infrastructure and educational provision and are 
accompanied by declines in segregation indicators in most intervention catchment 
areas. However, challenges remain, such as construction planning, teacher 
coordination, and socio-economic and cultural barriers that hinder the participation 
of diverse families. In addition, some schools have experienced a 'pull effect', attracting 
families from higher socio-economic backgrounds, which could lead to new forms of 
segregation. The study concludes that while the initial results of this policy are positive, 
a more comprehensive and sustained approach is needed to ensure long-term 
inclusivity and equity. 
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In recent decades, the increasing adoption of market-oriented reforms in school allocation systems across several 

European countries reflects a policy trend aimed at enhancing families' freedom of choice (Cordini, 2019). While Spain 

has historically maintained a system based on school choice since its democratic transition (Olmedo Reinoso & 

Andrada, 2011), the specific implementation of this model varies regionally. The emergence and evolution of these 

choice-based systems have generated significant scholarly interest, particularly regarding their consequences for school 

segregation. A growing body of research indicates a link between the liberalisation of school allocation and increased 

segregation, potentially worsening existing patterns of educational polarization (Ayed, 2009; Cordini, 2019; Gibson & 

Asthana, 2000). 

Existing comparative studies, utilizing PISA data, position Spain as having a moderate level of school segregation 

within Europe (Ferrer et al., 2008). However, significant regional disparities exist within Spain, with Catalonia 

exhibiting one of the highest levels of school segregation, ranking third nationally behind Madrid and the Canary 

Islands (Murillo & Martínez-Garrido, 2018). Although Barcelona, Catalonia's main city, operates a school choice system 

within 29 school catchment areas (SCA), creating complex local schooling dynamics (Bonal & Zancajo, 2020), recent 

data from 2018 to 2022 indicate a modest reduction in segregation among early childhood education entrants (Institut 

aŜǘǊƼǇƻƭƛΣ нлноύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴ ŀƭƛƎƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ .ŀǊŎŜƭƻƴŀΩǎ shift toward a more controlled choice model, 

through instruments such as targeting, admission quotas, and related allocation mechanisms, has reduced the uneven 

distribution and isolation of socially disadvantaged students (Zancajo et al., 2026). 

The drivers of school segregation in Barcelona are already well established in the literature, and the more policy-

relevant challenge is identifying which interventions reduce segregation in practice, through what pathways, and under 

which conditions. Even moderate levels of segregation can produce cumulative inequalities in academic outcomes and 

social integration opportunities (Bonal, 2012), and previous research has shown that small increases in segregation can 

disproportionately impact disadvantaged groups (Murillo & Belavi, 2021; Owens, 2018; Quillian, 2014). Moreover, the 

persistence of localized segregation pockets, despite aggregated improvements, underlines the need to evaluate targeted 

interventions that move beyond traditional compensatory policies (Bonal & Bellei, 2023). In this context, it becomes 

crucial to assess whether comprehensive, school-level strategies can act as levers for altering family choice patterns and 

reshaping school demand dynamics in favour of greater equity. 

In response to the persistent challenge of school segregation, the Barcelona Education Consortium (CEB) initiated 

several targeted programmes, including the Shock Plan against School Segregation (Bonal et al., 2021) and the 

Comprehensive School Transformations (launched in 2018). The Comprehensive School Transformations represent a 

key strategy, providing holistic interventions in schools with low demand, high complexity, or significant segregation. 

Their primary aim, alongside ensuring equitable and high-quality education for all Barcelona students, was to increase 

the attractiveness of these schools for middle-class families, thereby reversing the trend of families with greater 

educational and economic capital choosing other options. This was achieved through integrated changes in 

management, teaching staff, physical infrastructure, educational programmes, and the establishment of primary-

secondary continuity pathways (Instituts Escola - IEs). 
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Given the unique characteristics of Barcelona's school choice system and the novel approach of these comprehensive 

transformations, this study aims to examine whether and how these transformations are associated with changes in 

school segregation and enrolment dynamics  and identify key enabling and hindering factors by addressing the 

following key questions: What changes are observed in school segregation and educational equity in SCAs where 

Comprehensive School Transformations were implemented?  What specific factors contribute to, hinder, or prevent 

the successful implementation and intended outcomes of these transformations? By answering these questions, this 

evaluation will contribute to a broader understanding of public policies aimed at combating school segregation, 

offering novel evidence on a relatively understudied strategy: comprehensive school-level improvements intended to 

reshape demand, including the choices of middle-class families. Furthermore, this study will explore the processes and 

mechanisms through which the policy's objectives are (or are not) achieved, providing insights into the implementation 

and contextual conditions that facilitate or constrain results, and discussing how school-level transformations may 

interact with other approaches to reduce school segregation. 

Ґӄ 0=<M;AF? K;@GGD K=?J=?9LAGFӆ >9;LGJKӅ =ɀ=;LK 9F< KLJ9L=?A=K 

School segregation, defined as the unequal distribution of students based on individual characteristics, leads to 

disparities in opportunities and reinforces social inequalities by affecting access to resources and educational 

experiences (Murillo & Martínez-Garrido, 2018; Reardon, 2016). This is particularly detrimental for socio-economically 

disadvantaged students, whose learning outcomes tend to suffer in segregated schools, while no significant academic 

advantages have been observed for advantaged students in schools with fewer disadvantaged peers (Brunello & De 

Paola, 2017; Reardon & Owens, 2014). In fact, the literature suggests that attending schools with a high concentration 

of high-achieving students does not consistently result in better academic performance (Benito et al., 2014; OECD, 

2019). Reducing school segregation is therefore a desirable policy objective, since it benefits disadvantaged groups 

without harming others, producing net gains in equity and social cohesion (Reardon & Owens, 2014). 

While some level of segregation may be unavoidable due to the natural spatial distribution of different groups, the 

phenomenon is often amplified by educational policies and school-level practices (Johnston et al., 2006; Saporito, 2003). 

Evidence shows that school segregation frequently exceeds residential segregation, particularly in primary education 

and among ethnic minority groups (Johnston et al., 2006). This suggests that reducing school segregation requires 

addressing both spatial and institutional mechanisms. 

Empirical evidence indicates that school segregation is primarily driven by middle-class families seeking to avoid 

diversity (Saporito, 2003). Social composition (ethnic and class) is a common criterion for school choice among these 

families, often motivatŜŘ ōȅ ŀ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ǿƛǘƘ άǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƭƛƪŜ ǳǎέ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ŀǾƻƛŘ άōŀŘ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅέ ό.ƻǘŜǊƳŀƴΣ нлмоύΦ 

Preferences for academic standards, school reputation, and school climate also factor into these decisions, often based 

on subjective perceptions rather than objective quality indicators (Allen & Burgess, 2013; Gibbons & Machin, 2003). 

According to Cordini (2019), this pursuit of social homogeneity appears consistently across different institutional 

contexts. Similarly, the reviewed literature confirms that white families tend to avoid schools with higher percentages 

of non-white students, reinforcing both racial and socioeconomic segregation (Palardy et al., 2015; Saporito, 2003). 

On the other hand, high concentrations of socially disadvantaged students can undermine confidence in the education 

system and foster negative attitudes toward school among families from lower socio-economic backgrounds (Galster, 
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2011; Owens et al., 2016). This may result in more passive attitudes toward school choice or reliance on nearby schools, 

which exacerbates stratification. However, informational interventions have shown that disadvantaged families can 

modify their preferences when provided with accessible and relevant information on school performance (Allen et al., 

2014). Still, as Cordini (2019) and Alegre (2017) point out, such interventions have delivered limited results when not 

accompanied by structural reforms. 

This combination of proactive avoidance among advantaged families and passive or constrained behavior among 

disadvantaged ones creates a divergence in school choice strategies. In contexts with high levels of choice and autonomy, 

such as those where schools can select students or impose complex admission criteria, these dynamics often lead to 

increased segregation (Alegre, 2017; Söderström & Uusitalo, 2010). The literature documents that reforms intended to 

liberalize accessτsuch as open enrolment policiesτcan have unintended consequences, as illustrated by the Stockholm 

case, where new admissions criteria exacerbated segregation by ability, family background and immigrant status 

(Söderström & Uusitalo, 2010). 

While a substantial body of research has focused on understanding the mechanisms and effects of school segregation, 

there is a growing literature on strategies to reduce it. The OECD (2019) recommends controlled choice policies, such 

as reserving seats for disadvantaged students in high-demand schools or using lottery-based allocation mechanisms. 

They also emphasize simplifying enrolment procedures, increasing transparency, and monitoring criteria to prevent 

άŎǊŜŀƳ ǎƪƛƳƳƛƴƎέ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΦ .Ŝƴƛǘƻ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ όнлмпύ show that efforts to reduce socioeconomic segregation can improve 

educational equality across multiple national contexts. Similarly, Reardon and Owens (2014) find that desegregation 

policies implemented in the U.S. led to improved outcomes for black students without harming their white peers. 

Some scholars argue that reducing school segregation in Barcelona would require undoing the effects of the 2006 and 

2012 educational reforms and promoting a proximity-based school assignment system, eliminating existing district 

boundaries to ensure more equitable access (Bonal & Zancajo, 2020). In line with this view, the literature reviewed by 

Alegre (2017) highlights the potential of quota systems that reserve places or cap admissions according to the 

demographic composition of the surrounding population, an approach that has recently been examined in Barcelona 

through targeting and hard quota design within a controlled choice shift, with documented reductions in segregation 

among socially disadvantaged students (Zancajo et al., 2026). However, their effectiveness depends heavily on 

enforcement mechanisms and accompanying measures to ensure compliance. There is broad consensus that strategies 

to combat segregation should not be limited to the education sector. Cordini (2019) argues that structural 

determinantsτsuch as housing, urban zoning, and local infrastructureτhave a direct influence on school composition 

and should be integrated into educational policy design. Similarly, Reardon (2016) underscores the need for multi-level 

approaches that combine family support, school governance reforms, and urban policy instruments. 

Finally, a less frequent yet increasingly relevant line of intervention focuses on improving the quality of education in 

segregated and under-demanded schools. Bonal (2018) stresses that educational planning cannot succeed without 

transforming these schools into attractive, high-quality learning environments. Without reinforcing their pedagogical 

projects and raising expectations among teachers and families, strategic reforms are unlikely to change enrolment 

patterns. Palardy et al. (2015) reinforce this view, demonstrating that academic climate and peer dynamics mediate 

many of the adverse effects of segregation and that school-level interventions can mitigate some of these outcomes.  
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Addressing the complex and persistent challenge of school segregation in Barcelona requires integrated and 

collaborative solutions. In recent years, CEB has spearheaded a multi-faceted strategy aimed at enhancing educational 

equity and reducing segregation across the city's school system. This strategy encompasses several key initiatives 

designed to create a more balanced and high-quality educational landscape. These actions include the following: 

¶ Strengthening Public Education: Expanding public school places (9,460 created via new schools, 

deprivatization of some charter schools and their integration into the fully public network, and IEs), increasing 

demand for public options. 

¶ Ensuring Educational Continuity: Simplifying the continuation from primary schools to secondary school in 

accordance with criteria of pedagogical coherence and territorial proximity and the creation of IEs. 

¶ Implementing a Desegregation Plan: Utilizing measures like improved detection, balanced distribution of 

vulnerable students, and financial aid, reportedly achieving notable reductions in segregation since 2018. 

¶ Fostering School 'Equivalence': Aiming for all local schools to be perceived as high-quality choices, supported 

by programmes (Networks for Change, Magnet, Tandem, etc.), mentoring, and facility upgrades. 

This evaluation specifically examines the CEB's 'Comprehensive School Transformations' policy, intensive interventions 

impacting over 12,000 students across 10 SCAs. These interventions involve 33 schools through restructuring, mergers, 

or new creation, and/or school catchment areas-wide changes. 

The core Theory of Change (ToC) states that these transformations enhance school quality and attractiveness, fostering 

equivalence. This perceived and actual equivalence is expected to shift families' choice towards neighbourhood options 

(proximity schooling), leading to a more balanced student distribution within the SCA. Ultimately, this reduces 

segregation systemically, benefiting the entire SCA, not just the transformed schools. The hypothesized causal chain is 

visually detailed in the following diagram. 

https://doi.org/10.4995/jpeval.2026.23919
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Figure 1. Diagram of the Theory of Change of the Comprehensive School Transformations 

 

Source: Own elaboration. 
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This evaluation employed a realist framework (Bhaskar, 2013; Louart et al., 2023), grounded in Critical Realism. This 

perspective posits that policies do not directly cause outcomes but introduce resources, constraints, or opportunities 

that, within specific contexts, activate mechanismsτactors' responses, choices, or interpretationsτto generate results. 

Thus, the evaluation examined both the observed changes associated with the educational transformations and the 

contextual and institutional processes that shaped those patterns. 

wŜŀƭƛǎǘ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜǎ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜǎ ǘŀƛƭƻǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŦƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜΩǎ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎ 

(Louart et al., 2023). Accordingly, this evaluation used a ToC to frame the analysis. A ToC articulates the intended 

causal pathways linking policy inputs to expected outcomes, including the underlying assumptions, contextual 

dependencies, and intermediate steps (Blasco, 2009; Farré et al., 2020). In this evaluation, the ToC served as a 

conceptual scaffold to identify key domains of change, guide indicator selection, and structure the interpretation of 

ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ŜŦŦŜŎǘǎΦ 

The evaluation covered the period from September 2018 to June 2023 (five academic years) and integrated multiple 

data sources and techniques. A systematic documentary review traced the origins and evolution of the transformations 

and contextualized the interventions within broader educational and territorial policies. The analysis employed both 

quantitative and qualitative methods. 

The quantitative analysis measured changes in key outcome variablesτincluding school segregation and enrolment 

patternsτby comparing transformed schools with control schools at both the SCA and city levels. This analysis relied 

on a quantitative database constructed from administrative records from CEB, specifically the Register of Vulnerable 

Students (RAV) and the Register of Students of Catalonia (RALC). Descriptive statistics and regression analyses were 

applied to understand the evolution of these variables and the relationship between the transformations and trends in 

segregation and demand. 

To measure school segregation more precisely, the evaluation employed the Dissimilarity Index, a widely used indicator 

in segregation studies (Bonal, 2018; OECD, 2019). This index, ranging from 0 (perfect equality) to 1 (maximum 

inequality), estimates the percentage of a target group (in this case, vulnerable students) who would need to change 

schools to achieve an even distribution across the educational territory. Conventionally, values below 0.3 indicate low 

segregation, values between 0.3 and 0.6 moderate segregation, and values above 0.6 high segregation. The Dissimilarity 

Index enables robust comparison over time and across different SCAs, offering a clear metric of structural change in 

the spatial distribution of vulnerable students.  

Dissimilarity is useful for comparing segregation changes across SCAs but cannot estimate causal effects, as it ignores 

endogeneity and spillover concerns. Estimates may be biased if families with higher socioeconomic capital are the first 

to respond to perceived improvements in school quality, potentially generating new stratification dynamics. 

Furthermore, because transformations were implemented in different years and overlapped with other policies aimed 

at reducing school segregation, it is not possible to isolate an effect attributable solely to the policy under evaluation. 

Alongside the analysis of school segregation, three main analytical lines were defined: student retention within their 

SCA, demand for transformed schools and their SCA, and school-level organizational changes. These dimensions, 

https://doi.org/10.4995/jpeval.2026.23919
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which reflect the internal dynamics of the SCA, were selected to assess the broader impact of the interventions on 

student trajectories and institutional practices. Where systematic data were unavailable τparticularly for 

organizational processesτ supplementary indicators were constructed based on a survey administered to the 

management teams of the transformed schools. 

Prior research suggests that group-based interventions often generate non-linear and heterogeneous effects. In practice, 

this implies that the impact of transformations may vary according to the initial composition of the group and the 

local institutional environment (Duflo et al., 2011; Carrell et al., 2013; Booij et al., 2016). To account for this 

heterogeneity, baseline controls were included where feasible, specifically in the school-demand analysis, so that each 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ǘǊŀƧŜŎǘƻǊȅ ƛǎ ŀǎǎŜǎǎŜŘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ to its initial level.  

When interpreting quantitative results, two factors should be considered. First, the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted 

schooling between 2020 and 2022, affecting classroom functioning, attendance, and learning environments. Second, 

ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /9.Ωǎ Ǿǳƭƴerability detection system between 2015ς16 and 2020ς21 led to a significant increase in 

the share of students identified as vulnerableτfrom 10.6% in 2018ς19 to 18.6% in 2022ς23. This change likely reflects 

improved identification practices rather than a genuine increase in vulnerability and may artificially inflate trends over 

time. To address potential distortions arising from changes in detection over time, student-level records were first 

linked across school years in order to construct a retrospective measure of vulnerability, whereby any student identified 

as vulnerable in at least one year was consistently classified as such throughout the observation period. In addition, all 

vulnerability measures were normalised so that each observation is expressed relative to the mean value of its 

corresponding year. This correction improves comparability across years, although it does not fully eliminate potential 

bias if improvements in vulnerability detection were not uniform across school types or subsystems. Under such 

circumstances, part of the observed convergence may still reflect differential changes in identification practices rather 

than only substantive shifts in vulnerability patterns. Additionally, the public subsystem consistently reported higher 

vulnerability rates than charter schools, which shaped the structure and impact of segregation patterns. 

Given these constraints, the quantitative comparisons are interpreted as descriptive patterns and associations rather 

ǘƘŀƴ ƛǎƻƭŀǘŜŘ Ŏŀǳǎŀƭ ƛƳǇŀŎǘǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǊŜƭƛŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛǾŜ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƎǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜǎΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ 

appropriate for a realist evaluation framework, does not constitute a formal quasi-experimental design (e.g., 

Difference-in-Differences, Synthetic Control). The quantitative strategy therefore uses a descriptive counterfactual 

based on comparisons between transformed schools and non-transformed public schools within the same SCA and 

relative to citywide benchmarks. 

Drawing on the peer effects literature (Manski, 1993; Sacerdote, 2001; Hoxby, 2000; Hoxby & Weingarth, 2005, 

Montalbán Castilla, 2025), the primary challenge in evaluating interventions that alter school composition is 

disentangling causal effects from confounding factors such as endogenous sorting, shared environments, or 

simultaneityτthe so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άǊŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳέΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƴŜŎŜǎǎƛǘŀǘŜǎ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜ Ŏŀǳǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŜƴ ŎƭŀǊƛŦȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ 

observed changes in school segregation or demand can be attributed directly to the interventions, as opposed to 

broader demographic trends, family self-selection, or concurrent policies. Three threats are particularly relevant in this 

context. First, concurrent policies and shared environments, since transformations overlapped with the Shock Plan 

against School Segregation, Pla de Barris, and PMOE, making it difficult to disentangle the specific contribution of 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦǊƻƳ ōǊƻŀŘŜǊ ǎȅǎǘŜƳƛŎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎΦ {ŜŎƻƴŘΣ ŜƴŘƻƎŜƴƻǳǎ ǎƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ άǎŜƎǊŜƎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ŀōƻǾŜΣέ 

because more advantaged families may respond earlier to perceived quality improvements, generating new 
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stratification dynamics even when aggregate indicators improve. Third, measurement artefacts, since the increase in 

recorded vulnerability reflects improved detection and may affect trends if identification changes were uneven across 

schools or areas.  

Given these identification limits, we interpret segregation and vulnerability-based indicators descriptively and do not 

report statistical significance tests or confidence intervals for these measures. We also note that additional robustness 

checks (e.g., placebo tests, sensitivity analyses, or synthetic-control approaches) and more systematic exploration of 

heterogeneous effects (for example by baseline vulnerability levels) would strengthen future work as longer follow-up 

becomes available. Therefore, the results presented must be interpreted as descriptive evidence of correlation and 

progress against policy objectives, rather than an estimate of isolated causal impact. 

Regarding temporal and data constraints, the study covered five academic years (2018ς2023). This relatively short span, 

combined with significant disruptions during 2020ς2022 due to the COVID-19 pandemic, complicates the analysis. 

COVID introduced significant noise into indicators such as attendance, continuity in studies, and teacher stability, 

which might mask or mimic intervention effects. Furthermore, microdata on student academic performance were not 

available, so the evaluation could not assess changeǎ ƛƴ άŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅέ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴǎΦ 

To partially address this gap, we rely on trajectory-based proxies such as retention within SCAs and related enrolment 

dynamics.  

The evaluation also incorporated qualitative methods to examine the effects of the transformations. A detailed actor 

mapping, developed in collaboration with the CEB, identified key stakeholders according to their level of influence, 

role in the implementation process, and stance toward the intervention (Tapella, 2007). This mapping informed the 

qualitative fieldwork, which was designed to unpack the mechanisms and contextual conditions underlying 

implementation. 

The qualitative fieldwork stratified actors following the methodology of Purdon et al. (2001), distinguishing among 

macro-level actors (policy designers and institutional leadership), meso-level actors (programme managers, inspectors, 

and pedagogical advisors), and micro-level actors (teachers, students, families, and school directors). Data collection 

techniques were adapted to each level: semi-structured interviews were conducted primarily with macro-level 

stakeholders, focus groups with micro-level participants, and a combination of both with meso-level professionals. 

These instruments aimed to capture implementation experiences, emerging tensions, and the perceived effects of the 

transformations. 

To deepen the analysis, three instrumental case studies were carried out following the approach proposed by Ruiz and 

Benítez (2016). These were not selected as exemplary cases but rather as opportunities to examine representative or 

critical dynamics in greater depth. In each case, additional interviews and focus groups were conducted with teachers, 

school leaders, and families. For student participants, the Mosaic approach (Clark & Moss, 2011) was adapted, using 

participatory and digital methods to elicit their experiences, perceptions of the changes, and evolving sense of 

belonging in the transformed schools. Below there is a summary table of the qualitative fieldwork (Table 1). The three 

instrumental case studies were selected to capture diversity in transformation pathways and implementation 

ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƻ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ άōŜǎǘ ŎŀǎŜǎέΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ŎƻǊŜ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴΣ 

including merger-related dynamics, baseline levels of complexity and demand, and territorial context. The aim was to 
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support mechanism-based inference and analytical transferability within a realist framework, rather than statistical 

generalisation. 

The qualitative data was analysed using a content analysis approach, following an inductive logic that allowed 

categories to emerge directly from the participants' discourses (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Vears & Gillam, 2022). After 

an initial reading and familiarisation with the material, open coding was conducted to identify relevant issues, which 

were subsequently grouped into broader categories reflecting the main analytical dimensions of the evaluation, such 

as governance, resource management, and perceived impacts (Assarroudi et al., 2018; Graneheim et al., 2017). 

Credibility and reliability were reinforced through cross-coding and team discussions to resolve discrepancies (Elo et 

al., 2014; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). The final categories were not treated as isolated themes but as interconnected 

dimensions that together provide a comprehensive understanding of the transformation processes (Graneheim et al., 

2017; Lindgren et al., 2020). Quotations from a range of actors were used to illustrate the findings, ensuring diversity 

and avoiding overrepresentation. 

Table 1. Summary of participants in fieldwork 

.9JLA;AH9FLK , 

!# 'FKLALMLAGF9D ;LGJK ҏҎ 

"=H9JLE=FL G> #<M;9LAGF Ґ 

&=9<E9KL=JK 9F< L=9;@AF? KL9ɀ >JGE L@= ҏҏ LJ9FK>GJE=< K;@GGDK ғҒ 

2J9FK>GJE9LAGF 9<NAKGJK GJ KMHHGJL H=JKGFF=D җ 

$9EADA=K G> !9K= 1LM<Q Ӆ !9K= 1LM<Q  Ӆ 9F< !9K= 1LM<Q ! ҏҖ 

+=E:=JK G> L@= *=K !GJLK 1;@GGD !GMF;AD Ғ 

1LM<=FLK G> !9K= 1LM<Q Ӆ !9K= 1LM<Q  Ӆ 9F< !9K= 1LM<Q ! ҏҎ 

Source: Own elaboration based on qualitative fieldwork. 

 

Altogether, this mixed-methods strategy enabled the evaluation to combine breadth and depth, examining both 

implementation processes and measurable results. Quantitative analyses provided longitudinal and comparative data 

on key indicators, while qualitative fieldwork captured the human and institutional dynamics underpinning the 

observed effects. This design made it possible to assess not only whether the transformations worked, but also how 

they did so and under which conditionsτreflecting the central concern of realist evaluation. Accordingly, the Results 

are organised to move from implementation conditions and processes to the main outcomes (demand, retention, and 

segregation-related patterns), interpreting the latter in light of the former. 

ғӄ #N9DM9LAGF G> AEHD=E=FL9LAGF 

ғӄҏӄ2J9FK>GJE9LAGFK 

Participants in the fieldwork generally agreed that the implemented actions aligned with the initial transformation 

plans, although adjustments were necessary due to external pressures such as cost escalations and the COVID-19 

pandemic. While the overall vision was preserved, these unexpected events led to shifts in priorities and scheduling, 

affecting the rhythm and structure of implementation across schools. 
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One of the most complex aspects of the process was the adaptation of physical spaces. School management teams and 

families expressed dissatisfaction with the handling of construction planning and phasing. Estimation errors and delays 

resulted in provisional solutions that were often inadequateτparticularly in merged schools, where space constraints 

and connectivity issues were more acute. These shortcomings not only limited access to appropriate facilities but also 

disrupted the educational environment. Many participants in the fieldwork suggested that earlier and more substantive 

consultation with the school communities could have prevented some of these issues. The quote below illustrates this: 

ά5ǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǾŜǊȅ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŎŀǘŜŘΣ ǿŜ ǎǇŜƴǘ ǘǿƻ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƛƴ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳǎΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ 

ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅέ όCŀƳƛƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭύ 

While students appreciated the final outcomes, the process itself interfered with daily routines, especially by reducing 

access to leisure and sports areas during extended periods of construction. In pedagogical terms, all schools introduced 

innovations, including project-based learning and updated methodologies, often supported by participation in 

complementary programmes. However, translating these initiatives into consistent practice proved challenging. The 

diversity of staff backgrounds complicated coordination, and the transfer of training knowledge within schools was 

frequently uneven. These difficulties underscored the limits of one-off training efforts when not embedded in a broader 

strategy of collective learning and institutional development. The quote below exemplifies these challenges: 

"The shift in pedagogical approach is being built gradually, improvising as they go along. Not only the leadership team but 

also the teaching teams are involved, using participatory dynamics and progressively implementing changes across different 

educational cycles." (School leadership team from a transformed school) 

The success of implementation was shaped by a range of external and internal factors. Externally, negative influences 

included contractor delays, teacher turnover intensified by stabilization decrees, pandemic-related restrictions, and 

the operational difficulties of managing schools across multiple sites. The absence of specialized spaces for certain 

activities further constrained the delivery of educational programmes. Conversely, targeted support through 

programmes such as Pla de Barris and the Educational Opportunity Improvement Plan (PMOE), along with the high-

complexity classification of schools, provided essential resources that helped to sustain transformation efforts under 

difficult circumstances. 

Internally, the capacity of each school to manage change was closely tied to the strength of its leadership, the coherence 

of its management team, and the degree of control over available resources. While participants in the fieldwork broadly 

agreed on the direction of change, the extent and pace of progress varied. Factors contributing to these differences 

included the cohesion and engagement of teaching staff, the degree of family involvement, success in building a shared 

institutional identity following mergers, improvements in physical environments, and efforts to anchor schools more 

deeply in their communities. 

Timelines were frequently disrupted by a combination of construction delays, rising costs, bureaucratic obstacles, and 

the lingering effects of the pandemic. Consequently, many schools had to carry out works during the academic year, 

often converting communal or leisure areas into temporary classrooms. These disruptions compromised the quality of 

educational and social life within the schools and added pressure to already strained environments, highlighting the 

difficulty of aligning infrastructure upgrades with pedagogical and organisational change. 
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ғӄҐӄ 0=KGMJ;=K 

A broad consensus exists among participants in the fieldwork that the resources allocated to the educational 

transformations aligned with the identified needs of the schools. However, the ongoing nature of some transformations 

makes it difficult to definitively assess the long-term sufficiency of current funding levels. Several schools reported a 

lack of guidance on resource allocation, particularly during key transitional phases such as the shift to new institutional 

models (e.g., IEs), the execution of construction works, and the integration of teaching teams and student groups. This 

uncertainty around priorities and spending strategies hindered the strategic use of available funds. Many school 

management teams also expressed a need for more time to prepare their new educational projects and adapt physical 

spaces, especially concerning laboratories, workshops, and other pedagogically relevant facilities. The quote below 

illustrates this challenge: 

"Sometimes schools have all the resources, but they are overwhelmed. This is good, but when there are too many resources, 

their impact becomes superficial." (Transformation advisor) 

In some cases, schools reported that the allocation of resources to temporary solutions, such as provisional teaching 

spaces, was disproportionately high, impacting budgets initially intended for permanent infrastructure. This was 

particularly problematic for schools operating across temporary campuses or those improvising facilities due to 

construction delays. In other instances, schools with large student populations faced regulatory limits that constrained 

access to additional human and material resources. Existing norms often fail to account for the unique demands of 

high-volume schools, particularly regarding the availability of management team positions, coordination roles across 

educational stages, and sufficient support staff. Consequently, even when resources were available, structural 

constraints prevented schools from accessing them. 

Beyond the internal organisation of schools, participants in the fieldwork raised concerns about the adequacy of space-

related investments. While improvements were noted, they were often considered insufficient, especially when schools 

attempted to align their internal learning environments with the external image and architectural integration within 

the neighbourhood. Achieving coherence between pedagogy, physical space, and community presence remains a key 

unresolved challenge in several cases. 

According to information provided by CEB staff, a study on the financial viability of the transformation programme 

was conducted for the 2021ς2026 period. Despite this, there is widespread concern among participants in the fieldwork 

about the potential discontinuation of complementary programmes crucial in supporting and consolidating the 

transformations. These include Pla de Barris and the PMOE, whose contributions have helped to compensate for 

structural limitations in core funding. Furthermore, participants expressed worry over the potential reduction or loss 

ƻŦ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ŀǎ άƳŀȄƛƳǳƳ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘȅέ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƛŦ ǘƘƛǎ 

designation is removed following changes in vulnerability indicators. One participant underlined the structural 

challenges faced by such schools: 

"A substitute teacher can refuse a position at a maximum complexity school, but regular teachers or staff working there 

receive no additional benefits. There are no incentives beyond personal vocation." (Headmaster from a transformed school) 
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Many advocated for stabilizing a portion of these additional resources to preserve the advances made and mitigate the 

impact of future reclassifications or policy shifts. 

ғӄґӄ %GN=JF9F;= 

The governance and internal coordination among departments involved in the design of school transformations were 

generally assessed positively. Within CEB, collaboration during the initial planning phase occurred across various 

departmentsτnamely Education and Territory, Corporate Services, Educational Resources, and Educational Facilities. 

¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŎƻƻǊŘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭǎΣ 

aligning educational transformations with broader urban strategies, such as synergies with programmes like Pla de 

Barris and other place-based interventions. This multi-actor approach facilitated the integration of educational 

planning with territorial and social development objectives before decisions were communicated to the schools 

involved. 

Despite this initial alignment at the institutional level, governance challenges arose concerning the involvement of 

educational communitiesτparticularly school leadership teams, teaching staff, and families. These groups consistently 

expressed a desire for a more active and deliberative role in the transformation process, rather than merely being 

informed after decisions were made. In several instances, CEB decisions were perceived as top-down impositions, 

lacking opportunities for dialogue or feedback. As one participant noted: 

"It was something we did not want, and it came imposed by CEB; the schools were not consulted, they were simply told it 

would happen. It coincided with the pandemic year, and even so, the change was not postponed." (School leadership team 

from a transformed school) 

This perception contributed to resistance and tensions, not only between schools and CEB but also within school 

communities, particularly among families with differing views on the changes. Another participant described the lack 

of transparency during key decision-making moments: 

"In December, the three school staff councils were closed, and at no point was the reason for the change explained. The 

HOW could be discussed, but the WHY could not be questioned. There was a lack of empathy and transparency with the 

ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ǎǘŀff." (School leadership team from a transformed school) 

Participants in the evaluation concurred that future transformation processes would benefit from more transparent 

and participatory governance mechanisms. They emphasised the need for earlier and more accessible communication 

about proposed changes, as well as the creation of structured spaces for resolving doubts, incorporating suggestions, 

and facilitating shared understanding. Strengthening this dimension of governance is considered essential to fostering 

legitimacy, ownership, and smoother implementation across diverse educational contexts. 

Regarding the sense of belonging and identity in merged schools, governance dynamics were experienced not only as 

procedural issues but also as an identity shift. Fieldwork accounts highlight uncertainty and loss of reference points 

during the transition, often linked to perceptions of limited voice in the decision-making process. 
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These affective and identity-related experiences mattered because they influenced the sense of belonging and the 

willingness of families and staff to engage with the new institutional project. In several cases, pre-merger communities 

felt disconnected from ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ƻǊƛŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǿŜǊŜ ƭŜǎǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƛƻƴ ǎǇŀŎŜǎΣ 

contributing to persistent representational imbalances. 

From a realist perspective, belonging operates as a mechanism that can either support consolidation through trust and 

engagement or constrain it when transformations are perceived as imposed and identity-disrupting. This suggests that 

participation is not only a governance feature but also a condition shaping how communities interpret and appropriate 

organisational change. 

ғӄҒӄ 19LAK>9;LAGF 

Students participating in the evaluation generally expressed satisfaction with the outcomes of the transformations, 

particularly the new educational methodologies and the renovated spaces and equipment. These improvements were 

widely perceived as contributing to a more stimulating and modern learning environment, representing a break from 

traditional models, and aligning with their expectations of contemporary education. As one group of students noted: 

"The changes that have taken place at the school have been a major improvement." (Students from a transformed school) 

However, students also highlighted negative aspects of the transformation process, especially during implementation. 

The most frequent complaint was the disruption of concentration due to construction noise, dust, and the presence of 

workers. Relocation to temporary buildings due to space constraints was described as inconvenient and disorienting. 

As described by students: 

"The spaces provided during the construction works were insufficient, and the conditions were inadequate. Noise and dust 

made concentration very difficult."(Students from a transformed school) 

These disruptions were not only logistical but also emotional, contributing to a sense of instability during critical 

periods of their schooling. Satisfaction levels varied among student groups. Students from merged schools evaluated 

the changes more critically than their peers from other schools in the area. While the latter generally appreciated the 

upgrades and innovations, students from merged schools were more likely to frame their experience in terms of lossτ

of identity, space, or routinesτand to associate the transformation with disruption rather than renewal. These 

differences suggest that the perception of change is shaped not only by its material outcomes but also by the conditions 

under which it is introduced and the histories of the communities involved. 

Overall, while students viewed the results of the transformations positively in terms of infrastructure and pedagogy, 

the implementation processτparticularly the disruptions caused by construction and the emotional impact of 

institutional changesτaffected their satisfaction unevenly. These findings underscore the importance of considering 

the temporal and affective dimensions of transformation, especially from the perspective of those most directly 

affected. 
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Ҕӄ #N9DM9LAGF G> J=KMDLK 

Ҕӄҏӄ 1;@GGD K=?J=?9LAGF 

To mitigate inconsistencies in the identification of student vulnerability over the study period, and to improve 

comparability under pandemic-related disruption, we linked student-level records across school years and classified as 

vulnerable any student identified as such in at least one year of observation. We then constructed a normalised 

vulnerability measure. For each year, the value observed in the target centres was divided by the city-level vulnerability 

measure for that same year. This procedure yields an annual relative indicator that benchmarks the target centres 

ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ Ŏƛǘȅ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΣ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ǎǘŀōƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŀōƭŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΩ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ 

positions throughout the study period. 

As shown in Figure 2, transformed public schools exhibit a higher normalised vulnerability than non-transformed 

public schools within the same intervened SCAs throughout the period. The gap does not close, but both groups move 

towards lower relative vulnerability by the end of the study window. Between 2018ς2019 and 2022ς2023, the normalised 

vulnerability decreases by about 18% for transformed public schools (from 1.96 to 1.61) and by about 12% for non-

transformed public schools (from 1.46 to 1.29). 

By contrast, charter schools in these SCAs show an increase in normalised vulnerability of roughly 46% (from 0.44 to 

0.64), which contributes to some convergence across the three groups. In ratio terms, the normalised vulnerability of 

public schools that were later transformed was about 4.4 times that of charter schools in 2018ς2019 (1.96 vs 0.44), falling 

to about 2.5 times in 2022ς2023 (1.61 vs 0.64).  

These changes were accompanied by a broader decline in the overall level of school segregation. In parallel with other 

concurrent policies (e.g., Pla de Barris, PMOE, and the Shock Plan against School Segregation), most SCAs where 

transformations took place saw a decrease in dissimilarity levels over the study period1. Even areas with more moderate 

changes, such as SCA15, exhibited measurable improvements beginning in the 2020ς2021 academic year. In contrast, 

SCA07 stands out as an exception: despite the creation of new schools, the distribution of vulnerable students remained 

virtually unchanged. 

One of the most notable outcomes was observed in SCA06, where the Dissimilarity Index fell by 43% between 2018 

and 2023. This SCA shifted from being the most segregated among those analysed to approaching the threshold for 

what is considered low segregation. By the end of the period, all intervention SCA had lower segregation levels than 

at the outset, and seven out of ten had achieved Dissimilarity Index scores below 0.3τthe conventional benchmark for 

low segregation. These trends are detailed in Figure 3, which illustrates the decline in segregation levels across the 

intervention SCA over five academic years. 

 

1 Although significant increases in segregation can be observed in some school catchment areas, such as SCA15, it is important to 
note that these increases occurred prior to the intervention in that school catchment area. All SCAs currently show lower levels 
of school segregation compared to before the interventions. 
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Figure 2 Trends in the normalised vulnerability measure by school group within SCAs where school-level 

transformations occurred (2018-2022) 

 

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the Student Register of Catalonia (RALC) provided by the Barcelona 

Education Consortium. 

 

Notwithstanding these patterns, the evidence does not allow for a causal attribution of the observed reductions in 

segregation to the school transformations through statistical techniques. Over the same period, segregation declined 

more broadly across the city, likely reflecting the combined influence of multiple concurrent policies and contextual 

dynamics beyond the intervention areas. In addition, the time elapsed since the transformations is limited, meaning 

that only a relatively small share of students currently enrolled in transformed schools entered after the intervention 

was implemented. As a result, any potential effects on aggregate segregation indicators are likely to be partial and still 

unfolding, which constrains the feasibility of isolating the specific contribution of the transformations within the 

available observation window. 
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Figure 3. Evolution of the Dissimilarity Index in the SCA affected by some transformation

 

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the Student Register of Catalonia (RALC) provided by the Barcelona 

Education Consortium. 

ҔӄҐӄ 1;@GGDKӐ <QF9EA;K 

¢ƘŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎΩ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎǎ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ƛƴ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǊŜǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ {/!Σ ǘƘŜ ŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ŘŜƳŀƴŘΣ 

and internal organizational aspects of the transformed schools. Overall, the SCA retention rateτdefined as the 

proportion of students residing and enrolling in schools within the same SCAτfollowed a downward trend similar to 

that observed across the SCA under analysis. &GO=N=J, three SCA experienced sharper declines than expected 

following the transformations. In SCA15, SCA19, and SCA22, retention rates fell by 4.3, 7.0, and 9.2 percentage points, 

respectively, compared to pre-intervention levels. Particularly concerning is the case of SCA15, where retention in 

Compulsory Secondary Education (ESO) dropped to 49.5%, making it the only SCA in which more than half of the 

students are enrolled in schools outside their assigned SCA2. These patterns are detailed in Table 2 and are further 

illustrated in Figure 4. 

 

2 While the causes of this phenomenon have not been established and examining them falls outside the scope of this study, two 
factors may plausibly have contributed to this pattern. First, local topography may have played a role, as SCA15 is situated around 
a hill with steep slopes. Second, the presence of an elite school in an SCA with vulnerability levels above the city average may also 
have shaped the observed distribution, particularly because students residing within the SCA constituted only a minority of its 
enrolment, thereby reducing the effective availability of school places for local students. 
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Table 2. Details of the difference in SCA retention in the SCA affected by Comprehensive School Transformations before and after the transformations. Students in the 1st 

year of pre-school education and 1st year of Compulsory Secondary Education 

 
  

School catchment area  

Retention - Pre-Transformation  

School catchment area  

Retention 2022-23 Difference pre-post transformation  

SCA 
Pre-transformation 

school year 
Pre-school education 

Compulsory 

Secondary 

Education 

Total 
Pre-school 

education 

Compulsory 

secondary 

education 

Total 
Pre-school 

education 

Compulsory 

secondary 

education 

Total 

    SCA06 2017-18* 86.5% 72.8% 79.0% 84.0% 71.5% 77.2% -2.5% -1.3% -1.8% 

    SCA07 2019-20 68.6% 59.0% 63.8% 61.8% 63.4% 62.7% -6.8% 4.4% -1.1% 

    SCA15 2019-20 79.9% 46.7% 63.3% 74.0% 49.5% 59.0% -5.9% 2.8% -4.3% 

    SCA18 2017-18* 73.0% 70.6% 71.8% 70.3% 68.8% 69.5% -2.7% -1.8% -2.3% 

    SCA19 2017-18* 68.4% 64.6% 66.6% 63.0% 56.7% 59.7% -5.5% -7.9% -7.0% 

    SCA21 2019-20 93.5% 85.4% 90.0% 90.0% 88.7% 89.3% -3.5% 3.3% -0.7% 

    SCA22 2017-18* 79.1% 91.6% 84.8% 69.1% 82.1% 75.5% -10.1% -9.5% -9.2% 

*Notes: Data for 2017-18 not available, data for 2018-19 are used. 

Source: Own elaboration based on enrolling data provided by the Barcelona Education Consortium. 
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Figure 4. Proportion of Barcelona students in their 1st year of pre-school and 1st year of compulsory secondary 

education who attend schools in the same SCA as their residence (2018-2022) 

 

Source: Own elaboration based on enrolling data and data from the Student Register of Catalonia (RALC) provided 

by the Barcelona Education Consortium. 

 

The analysis of retention disaggregated by vulnerability status revealed significant within-catchment-area disparities 

in two cases. In SCA19, vulnerable students were 10.4 percentage points less likely than their non-vulnerable peers to 

enrol in schools within their own SCA. In SCA15, the gap was even more pronounced: 78% of vulnerable students 

remained in the SCA, compared to only 50% of non-vulnerable studentsτa difference of 27.7 points. This pattern of 

differentiated behaviour had already been observed before the transformations (with a 26.1-point gap), suggesting that 

the interventions have not reversed these pre-existing dynamics. The persistence of these gaps is documented in Table 

3 and visualised in Figure 5. 

In terms of school demand, the evolution across transformed schools was heterogeneous, but aggregated data point to 

a convergence between transformed schools and other public schools in the same SCA. Over the last three academic 

years, transformed schools registered demand levels ranging from 95% to 103% of available school places, closely aligning 

with the city average for public schools. This convergence indicates an improved positioning of transformed schools 

within the local educational offer, though it conceals notable variation across SCA and specific schools. This trend is 

shown in Figure 6 and Figure 7. 
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Table 3: Retention within SCA affected by Comprehensive School Transformations. Disaggregated by vulnerability. Comparison of results before and after transformation 

    

School catchment area 

Retention - Pre-Transformation  

School catchment area 

Retention 2022-23 

Difference between Vulnerable and 

Non-vulnerable Students (1) 

SCA 
Pre-transformation 

school year 
No vuln. Vuln. Total No vuln. Vuln. Total Pre-transf. 2022-23 Difference 

    SCA06 2017-18* 79.4% 75.2% 79.0% 77.6% 76.0% 77.2% -4.2 -1.6 -2.6 

    SCA07 2019-20 64.0% 58.5% 63.8% 62.3% 67.1% 62.7% -5.4 4.8 -0.7 

    SCA15 2019-20 51.7% 77.8% 56.6% 50.2% 77.9% 59.0% 26.1 27.7 1.5 

    SCA18 2017-18* 72.2% 71.0% 71.8% 69.2% 69.9% 69.5% -1.3 0.7 -0.6 

    SCA19 2017-18* 68.8% 59.0% 66.6% 63.5% 53.2% 59.4% -9.8 -10.4 0.6 

    SCA21 2019-20 93.8% 84.8% 90.5% 89.1% 89.6% 89.3% -9.0 0.5 -8.5 

    SCA22 2017-18* 84.2% 85.7% 84.8% 74.3% 77.2% 75.5% 1.5 2.9 1.4 

Notes: * Data for 2017-18 not available, data for 2018-19 are used. 

(1) These values express the magnitude of the difference in behaviour between vulnerable and non-vulnerable students. The number indicates the size of the difference, and the 

sign indicates the direction. Positive values imply that the school catchment area has better retention of vulnerable students than non-vulnerable students (i.e., they remain in 

education at a higher rate), while negative values imply the opposite. 

Source: Own elaboration based on enrolling data provided by the Barcelona Education Consortium. 
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Figure 5. Proportion of students in their 1st year of pre-school and 1st year of compulsory secondary education in the 

SCA affected by transformations who attend schools in the same SCA as their residence. Disaggregated by degree of 

vulnerability. 2018-2022 

 

Source: Own elaboration based on enrolling data and data from the Student Register of Catalonia (RALC) provided 

by the Barcelona Education Consortium. 

 

Figure 6. Evolution of the school demand in Barcelona for the 1st year of pre-school education  

 

Source: Own elaboration based on enrolling data and data from the Student Register of Catalonia (RALC) provided 

by the Barcelona Education Consortium. 
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Figure 7. Evolution of the school demand in the SCA with Comprehensive School Transformations for the 1st year 

of pre-school education 

 

Source: Own elaboration based on enrolling data and data from the Student Register of Catalonia (RALC) provided 

by the Barcelona Education Consortium. 

 

Even though public non-transformed schools also perform better in attracting higher demand than charter schools in 

the affected SCAs, the increase in demand for transformed schools is almost twice as large. While charter school 

demand in affected SCAs for the 1st year of pre-school education declined slightly (-7% in relative terms), demand in 

public non-transformed schools increased by around 10% and demand in transformed public schools increased, on 

average, by 19%.  To assess whether these differences are statistically significant, we estimate a school-level regression 

model controlling for baseline demand in the first school year of the series (2017ς18). The regression specification is: 

ὠὥὶ ȟ ‍ ‍ὔέὲὝὶὥὲίὪέὶάὩὨὖὛ ‍ὝὶὥὲίὪέὶάὩὨὖὛ ‍ὈὩάὥὲὨ ȟ ‐ 

where the dependent variable ὠὥὶ ȟdenotes the variation in school demand for the 1st year of pre-school 

education between school years 2017ς18 and 2022ς23 for school Ὥ. ὔέὲὝὶὥὲίὪέὶάὩὨὖὛis a dummy variable that 

takes value 1 if the school is a non-transformed public school and 0 otherwise, while ὝὶὥὲίὪέὶάὩὨὖὛis a dummy 

variable that takes value 1 if the school is a transformed public school and 0 otherwise. ὈὩάὥὲὨ ȟcontrols for 

ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭΩǎ ŘŜƳŀƴŘ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ȅŜŀǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǊƛŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƛǎ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ ƭŜǾŜƭΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŜŀŎƘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ 

constituting one observation. Charter schools serve as the reference category against which the coefficients for non-

transformed and transformed public schools are interpreted. The estimation sample includes 60 schools: 27 charter 

schools, 25 non-transformed public schools, and 8 transformed public schools. 

As shown in Table 4, after controlling for baseline demand, transformed public schools show a statistically significant 

higher increase in demand than charter schools. Non-transformed public schools also show a statistically significant 

increase relative to charter schools, although the estimated effect is smaller than that observed for transformed public 

schools. 
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A further limitation concerns the size and composition of the estimation sample. The overall sample includes 60 

schools, which is modest in absolute terms and limits the statistical power and precision of the estimated coefficients. 

This limitation does not only affect the coefficient for transformed public schools but applies to all estimates reported 

in Table 4. In addition, the treated group is particularly small, comprising only 8 transformed public schools. As a 

result, the estimated coefficient for this group may be especially sensitive to individual cases, since one or two atypical 

schools could meaningfully affect the magnitude of the estimate. For these reasons, the results should be interpreted 

with caution. 

Schools are grouped into a limited number of school catchment areas (SCAs) in the estimation sample, with only seven 

clusters observed. While clustering standard errors at the SCA level is conceptually appropriate given that schools 

within the same catchment area may be exposed to common shocks and shared demand dynamics, the small number 

of clusters constrains the reliability of cluster-robust inference. In addition, the distribution of school types across 

SCAs is uneven, with some categories not represented in all catchment areas, which further limits the precision of 

cluster-based adjustments. These considerations further reinforce the need not to overemphasise statistical 

significance. 

Table 4. Estimated effects on school demand variation in the SCAs with Comprehensive School Transformations for 

the 1st year of pre-school education between the school years 2017-18 and 2022-23, controlling for the demand level 

in the initial year 

 
#KLAE9L= 1L<ӄ #JJGJ L N9DM= .J ӦựӭLӭӧ 

ӦAFL=J;=HLӧ ҎӄґґҔҔҖ ҎӄҏґҔҐҖ ҐӄҒҕҎ ҎӄҎҏҔҔҖ ӰӰ 

2QH= G> K;@GGDӆ ,GFә2J9FK>GJE=< .M:DA; 1;@GGD ҎӄҏҖҎғҕ ҎӄҎҕҖҏҒ Ґӄґҏҏ ҎӄҎҐҒҔҗ ӰӰ 

2QH= G> K;@GGDӆ 2J9FK>GJE=< .M:DA; 1;@GGD ҎӄґҕҔҒҐ ҎӄҏҏҐґҐ ґӄґғҏ ҎӄҎҎҏҒҕ ӰӰӰ 

"=E9F< D=N=D AF ҐҎҏҕәҏҖ  әҎӄҒҒҖҖҖ ҎӄҏґҖҏҐ әґӄҐғҎ ҎӄҎҎҏҗҗ ӰӰӰ 

1A?FA>A;9F;= ;G<=Kӆ ӰӰӰ H Ự ҎӄҎҏӅ ӰӰ H Ự ҎӄҎғӅ Ӱ H Ự ҎӄҏҎӄ 

+MDLAHD= 0әKIM9J=<ӆ ҎӄґҏҐґ <BMKL=< 0әKIM9J=<ӆ ҎӄҐҕҒ  

Notes: Sample: 60 schools (27 charter schools, 25 non-transformed public schools, and 8 transformed public schools). 

Source: Own elaboration based on enrolling data and data from the Student Register of Catalonia (RALC) provided 

by the Barcelona Education Consortium. 

 

Regarding the sustainability of changes, medium- and long-term consolidation appears to depend on three conditions. 

First, financial and programmatic continuity, given that several mechanisms supporting the transformations rely on 

complementary initiatives such as Pla de Barris and PMOE, and on the maintenance of high-complexity related 

resources. Second, organisational stability, particularly teacher retention and staffing conditions, as turnover remains 

high and undermines the institutionalisation of pedagogical changes. Third, social legitimacy and community 

anchoring, since governance perceptions and family engagement shape whether changes are appropriated and sustained 

beyond the implementation phase. 

Organisationally, one of the most recurrent challenges identified by school management teams was the high level of 

teacher mobility. According to the results from the survey, transformed schools experienced, on average, 30 % of staff 

changes per year. Despite policy measures designed to increase stabilityτsuch as teacher selection in newly created 

schools and the application of the Staffing Decreeτmobility remains high. Nevertheless, approximately 80% of 
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teaching staff remained in place during the first year after transformation, suggesting partial success in staff retention. 

Structural factors, such as the predominance of temporary employment and assignment mechanisms based on seniority 

rather than alignment with educational projects, continue to hinder the consolidation of stable teaching teams. This 

issue is especially acute in compulsory secondary education in IEs, where the lack of incentives and less favourable 

working conditions (e.g. afternoon schedules) exacerbate staff turnover. 

Regarding family engagement, most headmasters reported a perceived increase in participation following the 

transformation. This involvement manifested in areas such as joint activity planning, participation in shared 

committees, and collaborative maintenance of school spaces. However, this increase did not translate into higher 

membership in Family Associations (AFAs), which remained largely stable. According to headmasters, the composition 

of AFAs still fails to reflect the diversity of the student body, with only 10% of participating members being men. 

Language and cultural differences were commonly cited as barriers to wider participation, along with the presence of 

families from pre-merger schools who felt disconnected from the new educational projects and chose not to engage. 

Two unintended effects were noted during the fieldwork. First, in merged schools, some families found themselves in 

educational settings that they had not actively chosen and expressed discomfort with the new pedagogical orientations. 

These families, often a minority, felt distanced from decision-making spaces and reported lower participation, 

particularly in AFAs. Second, in certain SCA, the creation of newly transformed schools generated a "pull effect" that 

initially concentrated demand but subsequently led to a drop in enrolments at neighbouring schools. In some cases, 

ǘƘƛǎ ŘȅƴŀƳƛŎ ǊƛǎƪŜŘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ άǎŜƎǊŜƎŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ŀōƻǾŜΣέ ǿƘŜǊŜōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛƻ-cultural profile of the school 

became decoupled from that of the surrounding community due to increased enrolment by higher-income or non-

local families. Figure 8 presents an illustrative example of this pattern in one transformed school. In the post-

transformation cohorts, the vulnerability profile of entrants falls below the average vulnerability level of public schools 

in the same SCA. Although this does not constitute a systematic estimate, it illustrates how increased school 

attractiveness may, in some cases, be associated with a more advantaged intake than the local context would predict. 

Finally, in a small number of SCAs, the transformation process coincided with the reduction or disappearance of post-

compulsory education programmes, either within the transformed school itself or across the entire SCA. This reduction 

in educational continuity options may limit future opportunities for students and should be considered when planning 

long-term transformation strategies. 
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Figure 8. Example of a cohort composition of a transformed school where segregation from above appeared 

 

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the Student Register of Catalonia (RALC) provided by the Barcelona 

Education Consortium. 
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The Comprehensive School Transformations carried out in Barcelona between 2018 and 2023 represent a notable 

attempt to address school segregation through a systemic and multidimensional policy. Rather than focusing solely on 

regulating family choice or redistributing vulnerable students, the policy aimed to reconfigure the real and perceived 

quality of public education, particularly in under-demanded schools located in high-vulnerability SCAs. This 

evaluation confirms that the transformations were largely implemented according to plan and that, in most cases, they 

led to a reduction in school segregation and a shift in family demand towards the renovated schools. These findings are 

consistent with the hypothesis that improving school qualityτboth pedagogical and infrastructuralτcan alter the 

school selection logic of middle-class families, who have often been identified as key agents in the reproduction of 

segregation (Boterman, 2013; Cordini, 2019). As Bonal and Zancajo (2020) have argued, segregation in liberal school 

systems stems not only from allocation mechanisms but from symbolic hierarchies between schools. By targeting the 

symbolic and material status of disadvantaged schools, the CEB sought to reconfigure the educational landscape 

towards a model of territorial equivalence, in which all schools are seen as viable and desirable by all families regardless 

of background. 

The transformations generated observable improvements, particularly in SCA where interventions were most 

comprehensive. Dissimilarity indices decreased, in some cases substantially, and schools reported increased demand. 

At the same time, the evaluation also uncovered risks and tensions. In several cases, schools that became highly 
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ŦǊƻƳ ŀōƻǾŜέ ό.ƻƴŀƭΣ нлмуύΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ ƛǎ ƭƛƴƪŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀƭƭŜnge of endogenous sorting (family self-selection), where 

more advantaged families selectively respond to perceived quality improvements, potentially leading to new forms of 
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stratification. This suggests that while comprehensive transformations can improve equity, they may also reproduce 

new forms of inequality if not accompanied by systemic measures to preserve internal diversity and avoid elite capture. 

These results resonate with OECD (2019) findings on the need to complement improvements in school quality with 

measures of controlled choice, such as admission quotas and greater transparency in enrolment processes. 

The realist evaluation approach adopted in this study (Bhaskar, 2013; Louart et al., 2023) also allowed for the 

identification of key implementation mechanisms. The evaluation shows that changes were not automatic 

consequences of resource allocation but depended on how those resources interacted with local actors, institutional 

cultures, and organisational capacities. Stable leadership, coherent pedagogical direction, and collaborative staff 

cultures emerged as essential facilitators of successful transformations, whereas high staff turnoverτparticularly in 

secondary educationτposed major barriers to sustaining change. These findings reinforce the notion that the success 

of public policy depends on how it is mediated by the behaviours, interpretations, and relationships of those involved 

in its implementation (Louart et al., 2023). 

Although macro-level coordination between institutions was generally well regarded, the governance of the process at 

the school-level revealed important shortcomings. Many school communities perceived the transformations as imposed 

decisions rather than participatory processes. This top-down perception generated resistance and eroded trust, 

particularly in merged schools where the loss of previous institutional identities created tensions among families and 

teachers. These findings echo previous work on the importance of participatory governance in policy implementation 

(Purdon et al., 2001) and suggest that greater inclusiveness in the design and communication of transformations is 

essential to build legitimacy and shared ownership. 

The evaluation also revealed that family participation in school life increased after the transformations, particularly in 

terms of informal involvement in activities and shared projects. However, this participation did not necessarily 

translate into more equitable governance structures. The composition of AFAs remained unbalanced, with 

underrepresentation of vulnerable families and a marked gender bias. In merged schools, former communities who felt 

alienated from the new educational project were less likely to engage, suggesting that institutional transformations 

must also attend to affective and identity dimensions. 

While these findings are encouraging, several limitations must be acknowledged. The most significant methodological 

constraint is the lack of a formal quasi-experimental design, which restricts the identification strategy and prevents 

conclusive attributioƴ ƻŦ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǎƻƭŜƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎΦ {ŜŎƻƴŘΣ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǳŘȅΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǎƘƻǊǘ ǎǇŀƴ ƻŦ ŦƛǾŜ 

academic years (2018ς2023), combined with significant disruptions during 2020ς2022 due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 

affected school functioning and introduced significant noise into indicators such as attendance, continuity in studies, 

and teacher stability. Third, microdata on academic performance were not available, limiting the analysis of learning 

outcomes and forcing the use of proxy indicators. Fourth, the improved detection of vulnerability over the period 

under analysis makes comparisons over time more complex, as this measurement artifact may artificially inflate trends, 

and it is unclear whether all changes reflect actual shifts or simply better measurement. Fifth, the qualitative sample 

may be somewhat biased toward participants who were involved in or benefited from the transformations, families 

who chose not to attend the transformed schools or who left the catchment area were not directly interviewed, which 

limits the understanding of persistent reputational issues. Finally, the presence of overlapping policiesτsuch as Pla de 

Barris and the Shock Plan against School Segregationτintroduces confounding factors that make it difficult to 

attribute observed effects solely to the transformations analysed. 
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