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Race, Education, and the Pursuit of Equity 
in the Twenty-First Century

Pedro A. Noguera
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When W.E.B. Du Bois, the renowned African-American historian and sociologist, 
predicted that the question of the “color line” would be the primary problem for 
American society in the twentieth century (Du Bois, 1903), he had no way of know-
ing that the problem he alluded to would extend well into the twenty-first century. 
Similarly, when Swedish sociologist Gunnar Myrdal characterized America’s race 
problem as a moral dilemma in the 1940s, one that threatened the veracity of the 
nation’s proclaimed commitment to equality and democracy (Myrdal, 1944), like 
Du Bois, he had no way of knowing that the moral threat posed by America’s inabil-
ity to make progress in eliminating barriers related to race would persist to the pre-
sent day.

The barriers observed by Du Bois and Myrdal have changed but in many ways 
they are still firmly intact today, and they are apparent most clearly and profoundly 
in the field of education.

It was not supposed to be this way. When the U.S. Supreme Court rendered its 
historic decision in Brown versus Board of Education in 1954, it was supposed to 
commence the beginning of the end of racial separation, in American schools and 
throughout American society (Bell, 2004). However, more than 60 years after the 
decision, it appears that the prediction of Du Bois has indeed extended into the 
twenty-first century, and the observation of Myrdal continues to be painfully accu-
rate in the present day. Racial problems remain as intractable as ever, and progress 
in the pursuit of racial equality remains exceedingly slow. This is particularly the 

P.A. Noguera (*) 
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case in the field of education, where the lack of progress on matters pertaining to 
racial equality has contributed to considerable controversy, conflict, and polariza-
tion throughout American society.

Lack of racial progress is evident on numerous fronts, from depictions of peo-
ple of color in U.S. history and social studies textbooks (Loewen, 1995) to the de 
facto segregation of non-English speaking children and the absence of effective 
bilingual education in most schools and school districts (García, 2005). Racial 
controversies show up most prominently in the heated battles over standardized 
testing and in simmering conflicts over disparities in school discipline practices. In 
fact, although it is rarely stated, the increasingly acrimonious debate over the 
direction of education policy, particularly as it plays itself out in America’s cities, 
is largely about who will determine the best way to educate poor children of color 
who constitute the overwhelming majority of students in these districts (Brill, 
2011; Lipman, 2011). As the number of children from racial “minority” back-
grounds continues to grow and children of color1 become the majority of students 
in more American public schools,2 how these children will be educated will 
undoubtedly continue to be a matter of considerable debate because of the social, 
economic, and political importance associated with this challenge.

 Defining the Race Problem in American Education

To a large degree, the reason that race continues to be a persistent source of con-
troversy in American education is because even as the number of children of color 
in American schools continues to grow, disparities in academic outcomes and 
opportunities continue to be pervasive and persistent in American education. On 
every measure of achievement and attainment, race continues to be a salient fac-
tor in defining and dividing the American student population. Policymakers are 
increasingly aware of these patterns, and since 2001 they have typically framed 
the problem as an “achievement gap” (Miller, 1995). Others have framed the prob-
lem as an “education debt” (Ladson-Billings, 2006) and an “opportunity gap” 
(Carter & Welner, 2013; Schott Foundation for Public Education, 2015): a criti-
cal part of the legacy of racism and racial discrimination in the U.S., a legacy that 
has produced and perpetuated unequal educational opportunities in the present, 
 particularly for low-income children of color.

1Some authors in this volume use the term “racial minorities,” while others refer to students, 
 children, or people “of color.” Both terms typically denote Black and Latino groups, though 
sometimes they encompass groups representing other racial-ethnic backgrounds, including Asian 
Americans/Pacific Islanders and Native Americans.
2According to a report by Education Week, minority children were projected to become the 
majority of children in U.S. public schools in 2014. The increase is “driven largely by dramatic 
growth in the Latino population and a decline in the white population, and, to a lesser degree, by 
a steady rise in the number of Asian-Americans” (Maxwell, 2014).
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In many schools throughout the country, the conditions under which racial 
minority children are educated are often woefully inadequate and profoundly une-
qual. This is particularly the case in communities where poverty is concentrated 
(Kozol, 1991). A recent study commissioned by the U.S. Department of Education 
(2013) documented pervasive disparities in resources, educational opportunities, 
and the treatment afforded to children of color. The study concluded that

…any honest assessment must acknowledge that our efforts to date to confront the vast 
gaps in educational outcomes separating different groups of young Americans have yet 
to include a serious and sustained commitment to ending the appalling inequities—in 
school funding, in early education, in teacher quality, in resources for teachers and stu-
dents and in governance—that contribute so mightily to these gaps…(U.S. Department of 
Education, 2013, p. 14)

Of course, these problems are not new. Rather, they are the direct result of 
racial discrimination and unequal treatment that have been present throughout 
U.S. history and have been pervasive in other aspects of American society. 
Invariably, schools reflect broader patterns of privilege and inequality in American 
society, but while there is considerable pressure placed upon schools to equalize 
academic outcomes, there is little evidence of similar efforts being waged in other 
institutions and parts of society. In a widely read article for The Atlantic,3 journal-
ist Ta-Nehisi Coates (2014) persuasively made the case for reparations to African-
Americans, documenting the numerous ways in which the legacy of slavery and 
racial segregation has contributed to disadvantages in economic opportunities and 
housing experienced by African-Americans. Like others (Conley, 2009; Massey & 
Denton, 1998; Rothstein, 2014), Coates argues that the legacy of racial discrimina-
tion has contributed to the prevalence of racial inequality in wealth and income 
today: disparities that have substantially increased in the last 20 years.4 Law pro-
fessor Michelle Alexander has made similar arguments in her work The New Jim 
Crow (2010), which documents the continuities between slavery and the emer-
gence of mass incarceration as a system of social control.

One should not be surprised that similar continuities between racial injustice 
in the past and racial inequities in the present are common in education today. For 
example, Central High School in Little Rock, Arkansas, which in 1957 was the 
epicenter of a bitter battle over racial integration, a battle so intense that President 
Dwight D. Eisenhower found it necessary to deploy U.S. troops to enforce his 
integration order, nonetheless remains racially imbalanced today. Whereas in 1957 
the school had a student body that was nearly all white, in 2012–2013 it had a 
minority population of 67 % (U.S. News and World Report, 2015). The largely 
minority (Black) student population is noteworthy because the city itself is 

3This was one of the most widely read essays ever published by The Atlantic.
4In an analysis of current trends, the Federal Reserve Survey of Consumer Finances found that 
the average white household had 13 times the median wealth of the average Black household. 
According to a report by the Pew Research Center, the Black-white wealth gap is the highest it 
has been since 1989. For a detailed analysis see Kochhar and Fry (2014).
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relatively integrated (48 % white, 42 % Black). Unlike the past, when segregation-
ist laws and the threat of violence by white mobs kept racial barriers intact, in the 
current period, de facto segregation is maintained through “choice” and enrollment 
patterns that are viewed as voluntary.

Even more extreme patterns of racial concentration can be found in cities and 
towns, especially in the north and west (Orfield, Kucsera, & Siegel-Hawley, 2012). 
Ironically, today school integration is more likely in the south than in other parts 
of the country. In most large cities, a dual system of education has emerged: a pri-
vate, well-resourced system that serves a largely white, affluent student popula-
tion, and an under-resourced public system that primarily serves poor children of 
color. The latter schools are often chaotic, occasionally unsafe, and from an aca-
demic standpoint, generally inferior in quality. U.S. Secretary of Education Arne 
Duncan has described many urban high schools as “dropout factories” because 
they manage to graduate so few of the students who enroll there.5

Yet, while there is substantial continuity in the way that issues pertaining to 
race (and often class) intersect with educational opportunities, it would be a mis-
take to conclude that there are not important differences in education in the pre- 
and post-Brown period. In the current period the issues are not only different; in 
many ways they are also more complex than they were in 1954 when the Brown 
decision was rendered. As a result of immigration, many schools are more diverse 
linguistically and ethnically, having incorporated Latinos, a wide variety of Asians 
(now outnumbering African-Americans in several states), and immigrants from 
dozens of nations across the globe (Orfield & Lee, 2006). For many immigrant 
students, language barriers are as significant as racial barriers in denying stu-
dents access to critical resources (e.g., college prep classes and advanced place-
ment courses), and in some cases, high quality schools (Olsen, 1997). Moreover, 
as a result of changes in state and federal policies, the supports that were once 
made available to economically disadvantaged children under the Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act (ESEA) have shifted to a more narrow focus on stand-
ards and accountability. This has occurred even as poverty rates have risen and 
schools serving the greatest concentration of poor children have been more likely 
to fail (Barton & Coley, 2010; Boykin & Noguera, 2011). The evidence shows that 
in schools and districts where poverty is concentrated and academic performance 
tends to be substantially lower, there has still been relatively little willingness to 
address poverty and devise new strategies to alleviate the issues that frequently 
accompany it (U.S. Department of Education, 2013).

A number of researchers have described the current issues as “second genera-
tion” forms of discrimination to distinguish them from the issues that were preva-
lent prior to Brown (Meier, Stewart, & England, 1989). Unlike the first-generation 
issues which largely pertained to legally sanctioned racial discrimination, and 

5Duncan claims that there are approximately 2,000 high schools with dropout rates that exceed 
50 %. He has labeled these “dropout factories” and called for dramatic action to turn them 
around (see Gewertz, 2009).
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that could therefore be addressed through legal challenges, the second-generation 
issues have been largely impervious to legal intervention.

The chapters in this volume document and describe a variety of second-gener-
ation issues related to the ways in which children of color, especially those from 
poor families, have been denied access to high quality educational opportunities 
and other barriers related to race. We have described the elimination of these bar-
riers as the pursuit of the as yet unfulfilled promise of Brown. The very fact that 
over 60 years after the rendering of this historically important milestone many 
schools throughout the U.S. continue to be characterized by racial hyper-segrega-
tion (Orfield & Frankenberg, 2014) is just one of many indications that insufficient 
progress has been made in the journey toward racial equality in education.

However, this does not mean that Brown is no longer important or that it has 
become irrelevant. Many of the authors in this volume will show that Brown, 
despite its unfinished legacy, continues to be important because it serves as a legal 
precedent for challenging new racial barriers. While the law may be less effective 
today in challenging second-generation forms of discrimination, Brown continues 
to provide a moral basis for asserting the civil and educational rights of children 
who are poorly served. The mere fact that Brown brought about a formal end to 
legally sanctioned racial discrimination, what might be thought of as America’s 
own version of Apartheid (Hacker, 1992; Omi & Winant, 2015), should serve as a 
reminder of the importance embedded within the Supreme Court’s ruling.

However, with every year that passes since its rendering, it becomes clear that 
as written, and even more importantly, as enforced by the courts and the govern-
ment, Brown is a limited tool and a weak lever for change. In fact, it could be 
argued that not only has the promise of Brown—racial integration in the nation’s 
schools—been largely ignored, but the will to realize its promise has largely faded 
away. After significant progress in the 1960s and 1970s, and considerable back-
lash and resistance (Titus, 2011), today there is substantial evidence that public 
schools, especially in the largest cities in the north and west, have become more 
segregated on the basis of race and class (Orfield & Eaton, 1996; Orfield & 
Frankenberg, 2014). The U.S. Congress has not supported any measure for school 
desegregation since 1972. No Supreme Court decisions expanding desegregation 
have been rendered since 1973, and since 1981 there has been no funding allo-
cated by the federal government for research and training on school desegregation 
(Orfield & Frankenberg, 2014). Nationwide, 74 % of African-Americans and 80 % 
of Latinos attend schools where the majority of students are from the same racial 
background (Orfield et al., 2012). Furthermore, more often than not, America’s 
poorest children of color are concentrated together, typically in under-resourced 
schools that struggle in meeting their academic and social needs (Orfield & Lee, 
2006). It is becoming increasingly clear that we have not only failed to live up to 
the promise of Brown, but we have not even achieved the more limited separate 
but equal goal of Plessy: the Supreme Court decision rendered in 1896 that was 
used to rationalize racial segregation.
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Despite assertions from policymakers and pundits that education is the civil 
rights issue of the twenty-first century,6 there is ample evidence of vast and persis-
tent racial disparities in educational opportunities throughout American education. 
Consider the following patterns and trends included in a report from the U.S. 
Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights (2015: Data reflects FY 
2013–2014):

•	 Black children represent 18 % of the preschool enrollment but 42 % of pre-
school children suspended once.

•	 Black students are suspended and expelled at three times the rate of white 
students.

•	 Black girls are suspended at higher rates (12 %) than any other girls.
•	 A quarter of the high schools with the highest percentage of Black and Latino 

students do not offer Algebra II, and a third do not offer chemistry.
•	 English learners represent 5 % of students but only 2 % of students enrolled in 

Advanced Placement courses.

The report also documents significant disparities in teacher salaries, in the like-
lihood that a student will be taught by a certified or experienced teacher, and in 
access to a guidance counselor. Moreover, throughout the United States, schools 
in poor communities generally spend less per pupil—and often many thousands of 
dollars less per pupil—than schools in nearby affluent communities, meaning poor 
schools cannot compete for the best teaching and principal talent in a local labor 
market and cannot implement the high-end technology and rigorous academic and 
enrichment programs needed to enhance student performance.

Finally, the international comparisons are equally troubling and revealing. The 
poverty rate for school-age children—currently more than 22 %—is twice the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) average and 
nearly four times that of leading countries such as Finland. Twenty-two percent of 
American schoolchildren live in conditions of poverty, and among the 35 wealthi-
est nations, the U.S. ranks 34th in the relative child poverty rate (PISA, 2009).

This is by no means an exhaustive list. As I have pointed out already, racial 
disparities show up in most facets of life in America—in health (Auerbach, 
Krimgold, & Lefkowitz, 2000), in housing (Massey & Denton, 1998; Rothstein, 
2014), nutrition, wealth (Conley, 2009), income (DeNavas-Walt & Proctor, 2014), 
and most blatantly, the criminal justice system (Alexander, 2010). The presence 
of these disparities reinforces an even more disturbing reality: the journey toward 
racial justice is far from over, and in some areas, has barely evinced signs of 

6U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan has described education as “the civil rights issue of 
the twenty-first century” on numerous occasions. Though he and others who use the phrase never 
follow it with an explanation of how education should be used to advance civil rights, the slogan 
continues to have considerable currency among both Democrats and Republicans. Some of the 
other public officials who have borrowed this phrase include former New York Mayor Michael 
Bloomberg (and his Chancellor Joel Klein), former President Bill Clinton, and New Jersey 
Governor Chris Christie. (For a critique of facile associations between education and civil rights, 
see Barry, 2011; Jones, 2014; Ravitch, 2012, 2013).
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progress. In fact, given how consistent and pervasive these disparities are through-
out American society, it is truly remarkable that policymakers would attempt to 
address racial disparities in education alone.

The presence of these disparities reminds us that not only does race still matter 
in American society; it matters a great deal. It matters not only with respect to the 
so-called “achievement gap”—the unequal academic outcomes that consistently 
correspond to the race and socioeconomic status of students that national leaders 
have claimed to be fixated on closing since 2001—but also with respect to gaps in 
educational opportunity. However, as the authors of the following chapters show, 
we have done relatively little to address gaps in opportunity—access to good 
schools, to highly qualified teachers, to rigorous courses, to a culturally relevant 
curriculum, to quality preschool, etc.—even though our policymakers decry with 
great frequency the gaps in achievement.

For this reason, the question of why race continues to matter in American edu-
cation more than 60 years after Brown is the central focus of this book. The editors 
of this volume accept the notion that race is largely a political and social construct: 
a social category less related to biology than to power, created for the purpose of 
rationalizing domination and subordination—slavery, colonization, conquest, and 
even genocide (Omi & Winant, 2015; Roediger, 1991). Yet, in describing race as 
a social construct we by no means intend to suggest that it is insignificant and not 
a defining feature of life in American society today. The evidence shows that race 
matters in a wide variety of ways in American education. The question is why, 
especially given that racial discrimination has been outlawed and Brown continues 
to be the law of the land.

 An Impoverished View of Reform

Close examination of the persistent and widespread disparities in academic out-
comes that correspond to the race and class backgrounds of students reveals that 
they are actually part of a multidimensional phenomenon related first and foremost 
to larger patterns of inequality in society. Family income and to a lesser degree 
parental education continue to be strong predictors of academic performance 
(Barton & Coley, 2010). This means that more often than not, rather than expand-
ing opportunity, education serves as a means through which inequality is repro-
duced (Carnoy, 1994). Additionally, gaps in academic performance are closely tied 
to unequal access to quality early childhood education (the preparation gap), ineq-
uities in school funding (the allocation gap), and differences in the amount of sup-
port that well-educated, affluent parents can provide to their children as compared 
to poorer, less-educated parents (the parent gap).

Research also suggests that gaps in academic outcomes are sometimes related 
to strained relations between students and their teachers and may be influenced 
by lower expectations and bias, particularly toward poor and minority students 
(the teacher–student gap). In many schools throughout the country, there is a 



10 P.A. Noguera

significant imbalance between the racial composition of the teaching force and the 
student population (Darling-Hammond, 2010). Recent research suggests that this 
imbalance can result in lowered expectations (Boykin, Tyler, & Miller, 2005) and 
strained relations between teachers and students that become manifest in frequent 
discipline referrals (Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 2010). This is not only the case in 
urban and rural schools that serve large concentrations of poor children of color; 
it is also often the case in affluent school districts with ample resources and rela-
tively small numbers of minority students (Noguera, 2001). In such communities, 
ability grouping or tracking often re-segregates students within schools and has 
the effect of denying students of color access to college preparatory courses and 
the most highly qualified teachers (Noguera & Wing, 2006; Oakes, 1989; Sealey-
Ruiz, Handville, & Noguera, 2008). Similar patterns can be observed in special 
education placements (Ahram, Fergus, & Noguera, 2011) and discipline patterns 
(Gregory et al., 2010). Disproportionally, students of color (African-Americans, 
Latinos, and Native Americans particularly) are overrepresented in categories 
associated with risk and failure, and underrepresented in categories associated 
with academic success (Meier et al., 1989; Skiba et al., 2008).

Finally, as many parents know, there are often gaps between how well stu-
dents do in school (as measured by grades or test scores) versus how well they 
might have actually done if they were motivated to work to their ability (the per-
formance gap). Many students of all kinds report feeling bored and alienated in 
school, and researchers who have studied these phenomena find that students who 
feel disconnected from school and the educators who teach them do less well aca-
demically (Goodenow & Grady, 1993; Stipek & Gralinski, 1996). There is grow-
ing awareness that these problems are particularly acute among students of color 
and may be exacerbated by a curriculum that emphasizes the acquisition of basic 
skills and preparation for standardized tests but ignores the need for students to 
be challenged by rigorous and stimulating material (Noguera, Darling-Hammond, 
& Friedlaender, 2015). Several studies have shown that low-income children of 
color are more likely than other students to be subjected to a curriculum that lacks 
access to science, art, and higher-order thinking (Boykin & Noguera, 2011).

All of these dimensions are important to understanding the relationship 
between race and student performance, but none of these are considered or 
addressed in most of the efforts to address the so-called achievement gap. Most 
often, the achievement gap is conceived of as either a problem caused by low 
student motivation or teacher ineffectiveness. Based on these assumptions, poli-
cymakers have typically relied on strategies aimed at pressuring students and 
teachers to perform at higher levels such as using high-stakes testing (Darling-
Hammond, 2010). These strategies include threatening both parties (and fre-
quently principals as well) with sanctions (e.g., withholding a diploma) or job loss 
for inadequate performance.

In addition to tough accountability, policymakers have assumed that it might 
be possible to improve student performance by elevating academic standards. 
Although it is now fairly controversial, the new Common Core standards were her-
alded as a way to increase college readiness on a mass scale (Noguera et al., 2015). 
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Though some have championed these measures as a means to advance racial 
equity in education, they have typically paid scant attention to learning conditions 
within schools or to the challenges faced by teachers who must devise strategies to 
meet the learning needs of a diverse array of students (Darling-Hammond, 2010).

Additionally, in much of the literature on school failure, there has been rela-
tively little attention paid to the ways in which the challenges rooted in low-
income urban neighborhoods impact the performance of students and schools 
(Bowen, Bowen, & Ware, 2002; Noguera, 2003). This is also the case with respect 
to the public policies that in recent years have been used to guide and shape the 
direction of school reform. Consistently, education policies have been adopted and 
reforms have been carried out without sufficient attention to how they interact with 
and are affected by social and economic conditions present within economically 
depressed urban, suburban, or rural communities. Since the adoption of No Child 
Left Behind (NCLB), school reform has become the primary national strategy 
used to combat poverty, as other antipoverty policies have become less politically 
viable (Noguera, 2003; Rothstein, 2004). However, there is no evidence to sup-
port the notion that schools alone can counter the effects of poverty on children. 
There is, however, ample evidence that when the basic social needs of children 
are unaddressed, the academic challenges they face tend to become more severe 
(Rothstein, 2004). Nonetheless, the de-contextualized approach to school reform 
that began with the adoption of NCLB in 2001 (Rothstein, 2004 has called this 
“the schools alone approach”) has persisted despite evidence that it has failed as a 
strategy for improving the most disadvantaged schools (Payne, 2008).

For large numbers of students of color, the persistent failure of school reform 
has also contributed to the social crises confronting Black and Latino males in 
society. Numerous studies have demonstrated a strong link between school fail-
ure and higher rates of unemployment and incarceration (Schott Foundation for 
Public Education, 2015). Recent research shows that Black males are particularly 
likely to end up “disconnected” from employment and other opportunities, and 
to become ensnared by the criminal justice system. Rather than schools serving 
as essential elements of a community’s support system for children, they are too 
frequently the settings where the problems facing disadvantaged students of color 
emerge and worsen over time.

A study conducted by Anthony Bryk and his colleagues at the Consortium for 
School Improvement at the University of Chicago examined 10 years of intensive 
reform that included: closure of dozens of “failing” schools, massive investments 
in technology and professional development for educators, and the creation of new 
“innovative” school models (Bryk, Sebring, Allensworth, Luppescu, & Easton, 
2010). The researchers found that these measures did little to improve academic 
outcomes or the quality of schools, particularly in Chicago’s poorest neighbor-
hoods (p. 37). Bryk and his colleagues found that problems related to poverty—
crime, substance abuse, child neglect, unmet health needs, housing shortages, 
interpersonal violence, etc.—were largely ignored by the reform policies pursued 
in Chicago, and consequently the reforms yielded little in the way of sustained 
improvement (Bryk et al., 2010).



12 P.A. Noguera

The Chicago case mirrors patterns observed in cities throughout the United 
States. This is because education policy has focused on raising academic standards 
and increasing accountability but largely ignored the social and economic condi-
tions that impact school environments and learning opportunities for students. The 
emphases on standards and accountability (especially high-stakes testing) have left 
many of the schools that serve low-income children of color mired in persistent 
failure.

 History Matters: From Cultural to Structural 
Explanations of Racial Disparities in Education

Throughout American history, racial inequality and the corresponding disparities 
or “gaps” in achievement, attainment, and measures of intellectual ability were 
attributed to innate genetic differences between population groups (Omi & 
Winant, 2015). Until relatively recently, much of education policy and practice 
that addressed matters related to race was premised on the notion that racial 
differences were immutable, and the inherent superiority of whites over non-
whites was regarded as an indisputable “natural” phenomenon (Fredrickson, 
1981). Intelligence was regarded as an innate human property rooted in the 
particular genetic endowments of individuals and groups (Duster, 2003; Gould, 
1981), and as such, altering patterns of academic achievement was not considered 
feasible, much less desirable.

White supremacist views about the relationship between race and intel-
ligence have had considerable influence on public policy and social science 
research throughout much of America’s history (Duster, 2003; Lemann, 1996). 
Though overtly racist views have largely faded from public discourse (even if 
not entirely repudiated), it is important to understand how they helped to main-
tain larger patterns of racial subjugation in American society throughout much 
of U.S. history. For example, beliefs about the inherent inferiority of Africans 
rationalized 300 years of slavery and racial discrimination, in schools and other 
institutions (Feagin, 2000; Twombly, 1971). Similarly, racist views toward Native 
Americans provided justification for war and genocide and the forcible removal 
of many Indian children from reservations into boarding schools (Spring, 1994). 
Finally, imperial aggression and colonial domination in places like the Philippines, 
Hawaii, Puerto Rico, and Cuba were sold to the American public as “Manifest 
Destiny” and premised on the notion that subjugated people were uncivilized and 
would be better off under American rule (Fredrickson, 1981; Takaki, 1989; Zinn, 
1980).

Early in the twentieth century advocates of Eugenics—the “science of genetic 
engineering”—propagated the notion that groups and individuals with superior 
intellect and physical ability should be encouraged to procreate to strengthen 
the national gene pool, while inferior groups should be actively discouraged and 
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even prevented from reproducing their progeny (Duster, 2003). Some Eugenicists 
became leaders in the effort to devise tests for measuring intelligence (Lemann, 
1996) in order to provide an “objective” scientific measure of intellectual acumen 
and ability. They also pushed for the results from these standardized tests to be 
used to determine who should be recruited for top occupations and for enrollment 
at elite universities (Fischer et al., 1996).

Beliefs about the relationship between race and intelligence in the United 
States that were used to rationalize slavery and racial segregation may seem like 
part of America’s ugly past, but there is considerable evidence that the past is not 
irrelevant to current efforts aimed at closing the achievement gap. Although it is 
increasingly regarded as politically incorrect to attribute differences in achieve-
ment to genetic differences between racial groups, The Bell Curve (Hernstein & 
Murray, 1994) made precisely this point, and the book received a mix of condem-
nation and acclaim at the time of its release (Fischer et al., 1996). Although such 
views have not been supported by research on genetics, this did not prevent the 
authors of The Bell Curve from making arguments about the genetic basis of intel-
lectual ability or the inferiority of racial minorities. The authors of The Bell Curve, 
Richard Hernstein (a psychologist) and Charles Murray (a political scientist), 
were not geneticists. However, lack of knowledge about the field in which they 
engaged in scholarly research did not prevent them or others from making similar 
claims. For example, not long ago, former Harvard University President Lawrence 
Summers suggested that one of the reasons why women were not well represented 
in mathematics- and science-related fields was due to innate differences in intel-
lectual ability (Bombardieri, 2005). If the President of Harvard University, an 
economist by training, felt comfortable making remarks about the genetic basis of 
intelligence, it would not be a stretch of logic to conclude that similar views about 
the relationship between race, gender, and innate ability continue to be widely 
held throughout American society.

In place of arguments that attribute differences in achievement to innate 
differences in intelligence, a number of scholars in recent years have argued that 
disparities in academic performance can be explained by cultural differences 
(McWhorter, 2000; Ogbu, 1987), parental influences (Epstein, 1994; Farkas, 
2004), and even the act of listening to gangsta rap music (Ferguson, 2007). Though 
such arguments differ significantly from previous arguments related to the inherent 
inferiority of certain minority groups, in practice they serve a similar purpose. 
Unlike biology, culture is often seen as less politically distasteful when offered as 
an explanation of academic differences among racial groups because it is assumed 
that culture, unlike biology, is not immutable and can be changed over time. 
Among those advocating this perspective are scholars such as anthropologist John 
Ogbu (1987; Ogbu & Davis, 2003), who argued that nonvoluntary minorities—
groups that were incorporated into the U.S. through conquest, slavery, or force (i.e. 
Native Americans, African-Americans, Puerto Ricans, and Mexican Americans)—
consistently do less well in school because they adopt an “oppositional culture” in 
relation to schooling (Ogbu, 1987). According to Ogbu, nonvoluntary minorities 
tend to regard schooling as a form of forced assimilation, and as such Ogbu argued 
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they were less likely to embrace the behaviors that contribute to school success 
(e.g., obeying school rules, studying for examinations, speaking standard English, 
etc.). Ogbu’s views have been embraced by many scholars as an effective way to 
explain why many “voluntary” immigrant minorities (especially Asian-Americans) 
do well in school while many domestic minorities do not. Although such 
arguments cannot explain exceptions to the patterns (e.g., members of domestic 
minority groups that succeed) or why large numbers of white students are not 
successful, cultural arguments continue to have enormous currency.

For example, similar arguments have been made most recently by Chua and 
Rubenfeld (2014), two Yale law professors who have argued that certain immi-
grant and religious groups (their favorites are Jews, Mormons, Chinese, Indians, 
Iranians, Nigerians, and some West Indians) outperform others because they 
possess a combination of cultural attributes they refer to as the triple package—
a belief in their inherent superiority, deep-seated insecurity, and impulse control 
(Chua & Rubenfeld, 2014). The authors write:

The good news is that it’s not some magic gene generating these groups’ disproportionate 
success. Nor is it some 5000-year-old “education culture” that only they have access to. 
Instead their success is significantly propelled by three simple qualities open to anyone. The 
way to develop this package of qualities—not that it’s easy, or that everyone would want 
to—is through grit. It requires turning the ability to work hard, to persevere and to over-
come adversity into a source of personal superiority. This kind of superiority complex isn’t 
ethnically or religiously exclusive. It’s the pride a person takes in his own strength of will.

Neither Chua nor Rubenfeld is an anthropologist, but like the nonexperts who 
made claims about genetics before them, lack of training in the study of culture 
has not prevented either from making broad generalizations about the relation-
ship between culture and achievement. Though his arguments are more nuanced, 
sociologist Orlando Patterson, whose most recent book is The Cultural Matrix 
(Patterson & Fosse, 2015), makes similar generalizations in his attempt to explain 
the culture of disconnected Black youth. Like Chua and Rubenfeld, and Ogbu 
(who was an anthropologist), Patterson and many of the contributors to his edited 
volume make broad generalizations about Black youth and discount the influ-
ence of structural factors like class, neighborhood, and economic opportunities. 
Patterson asserts that disconnected Black youth “…create a virtual state of siege 
for all others who live in the ghetto” (2015, p. 78). His concern is that this group 
of individuals has an enormous influence over life in the inner city, particularly 
because of its association with the Hip Hop industry. He writes:

…being bad and nonconforming are simultaneously identified with real, ‘authentic’ 
blackness… an exaggerated performance of everything that distinguishes them from the 
mainstream: black talk; black dress; loud black music; disruptive classroom performance; 
fighting; heterosexual power and misogynistic attitudes toward women; identification with 
the pimp, drug pusher, gangster, the incarcerated, and the ex-con (p. 86).

While there is evidence that such behaviors exist, Patterson has trouble explain-
ing why some youth who grow up in similar neighborhoods and circumstances do 
not exhibit them. He also cannot explain why these behaviors appear among some 
middle-class Black children and a large number of youth from different ethnic and 
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socioeconomic backgrounds. Patterson regards the influence this group has over 
American culture generally as one of his central concerns:

Here we come upon one of the central paradoxes of American civilization: the near com-
plete socioeconomic isolation of disadvantaged black youth from middle class American 
mainstream culture and from its most critical procedural knowledge base, in conjunction 
with the complete integration and constitutive role of black youth in its popular culture, 
to the degree that the very identity of this culture, in America and in the world, is in good 
part recognized as black. (p. 92)

Cultural explanations of the relationship between race and academic achieve-
ment cannot explain variations within groups (e.g., not all Chinese are good at 
math and not all Puerto Ricans underachieve in school), nor can they explain why 
it is that when structural circumstances change—students enroll in better schools, 
families move out of neighborhoods where poverty is concentrated—behaviors 
can change too (Fergus, Noguera, & Martin, 2014). Sociologist William Julius 
Wilson, who has also studied Black, urban youth culture, points out that culture is 
malleable (2009), and observable behavior patterns often transform as opportunity 
structures change (Wilson, 1996).

Working in a similar vein as Patterson, Columbia University linguist John 
McWhorter has attributed the lower achievement of many African-American 
students to what he describes as a “culture of anti-intellectualism” (McWhorter, 
2000). Similarly, former English professor Shelby Steele has attributed lower 
achievement among Black students to what he calls “victimology”: the tendency 
on the part of Blacks to blame “the White man” for their problems (Steele, 1996). 
Embracing the concept, McWhorter (2000) contends that “victimology stems 
from a lethal combination of this inherited inferiority complex with the privilege 
of dressing down the former oppressor,” and he adds that it “condones weakness 
and failure” (p. 28). Others, such as economist Ron Ferguson and journalist Juan 
Williams (Ferguson, 2007; Williams, 2006), have cited the culture of “gangsta 
rap,” with its emphasis on “bling” (flashy jewelry), violence, and disdain for hard 
work, as producing a culture of failure.

Undoubtedly, certain aspects of human behavior may in fact be attributed 
to what might be described as culture. However, in order to be helpful in find-
ing ways to ameliorate or at least reduce disparities in achievement, the specific 
aspects of culture that seem to be most influential to academic success must be 
identified. For example, certain child-rearing practices such as parents reading to 
children during infancy or posing questions rather than issuing demands when 
speaking to children are associated with the development of intellectual traits that 
contribute to school success (Epstein, 1994; Rothstein, 2004). Similarly, parental 
expectations about grades, homework, and the use of recreational time have been 
shown to influence adolescent behavior and academic performance (Ferguson, 
2007). In his research at the University of California, Uri Treisman found that 
many Asian-American students studied in groups and helped one another to excel, 
reinforcing norms that contribute to the importance of academic success. In con-
trast, the African-American students he studied were more likely to socialize 
together but study alone (Treisman, 1993). Whether or not such behaviors can be 
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attributed to culture can be debated, but clearly identifying specific behaviors that 
seem to positively influence academic achievement is more helpful than making 
broad generalizations about “oppositional” and “anti-intellectual” cultures.

Even when behaviors that appear rooted in culture are identified, educa-
tors must be careful about relying on cultural explanations to guide their think-
ing about academic achievement. Such thinking often has the effect of reinforcing 
negative stereotypes (Boykin & Noguera, 2011) and fostering practices that aim 
at uprooting or eliminating the culture of the children being educated. In fact, 
many of the so-called “No Excuses” charter schools have adopted practices and 
rituals with this specific purpose in mind (Whitman, 2008). Such practices typi-
cally ignore the cultural assets that research shows could actually assist children in 
learning (Perry, Steele, & Hilliard III, 2003).

Differences related to socioeconomic status and income, the educational 
background of parents, the characteristics and resources available in particu-
lar neighborhoods, and most importantly the quality of school a student attends 
significantly affect student achievement (Barnett, 2010; Miller, 1995; Noguera, 
2003). Such factors influence the academic performance of all students, but 
because of the tendency to overemphasize the influence of culture on the perfor-
mance of racial minority groups, they are often ignored. Again, there are a number 
of white students who do poorly in school and who do not attend college (Jencks, 
& Phillips, 1998), but there is substantially less attention paid to this problem than 
to the issues facing racial minority students. Academic failure among white stu-
dents and the existence of poverty among white people in the U.S. are phenomena 
that are rendered invisible due to the high degree of emphasis placed on race in 
many aspects of American social policy. Moreover, it is rare to hear “experts” cite 
culture as an explanation for why some white students do poorly in school.

Finally, from a policy standpoint it is hard to imagine how we might go about 
changing the culture of individuals who seem to embrace attitudes and norms 
that undermine possibilities for academic success. It is far more sensible for pub-
lic policy to focus on factors that can be more easily influenced, such as reduc-
ing poverty and racial segregation, equalizing funding between middle-class and 
poor schools, lowering class size, and ensuring that teachers who are qualified and 
competent are assigned to schools in high poverty neighborhoods. These are fac-
tors that several of the authors in this volume show can have a positive effect on 
student achievement, and none of these factors involve trying to figure out how to 
change a person or group’s culture.

 Moving Toward Racial Equality in Education  
in the Twenty-First Century

Given America’s history with race, the fact that federal educational policy has 
made the goal of closing the achievement gap a national priority is a truly remark-
able shift in assumptions related to race. Although policymakers have not called 
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attention to the fact that the effort to eliminate racial disparities in student achieve-
ment represents a repudiation of America’s past views on race, educators at the 
center of this effort are often forced to confront views on the relationship between 
race and intellectual ability that remain rooted in the not-so-distant past.

As a result of the pressure applied on schools by NCLB and the strict accounta-
bility that has led some school districts to fire superintendents and principals when 
test scores do not improve, educators across the country have been scrambling, 
and in some cases even cheating, to find ways to raise student test scores and 
show that gaps in performance can be closed. Despite their efforts, it is becoming 
increasingly clear that neither pressure nor a narrowed focus on test preparation 
will work as an effective means of eliminating the achievement gap or of substan-
tially raising achievement levels for all students.

Scores on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), also 
referred to as the nation’s report card, were flat and in some cases declined in 
recent years (Perie, Moran, & Lutkus, 2005); graduation rates have improved but 
controversy remains about whether or not the progress is real; and on most inter-
national measures of academic performance, American children have fallen farther 
behind children in other wealthy nations (Darling-Hammond, 2010). A close look 
at PISA—the Programme for International Student Assessment, which is used to 
compare the performance of students in various nations on a variety of academic 
measures—reveals that when the performance of U.S. students is disaggregated 
by income, school districts with poverty rates lower than 25 % score as high as 
the top performing nations in the world (National Center for Education Statistics, 
2009). In effect, the international comparisons reveal that inequality, particularly 
related to race and class, is America’s greatest educational challenge.

The evidence also shows that the pursuit of integration has largely halted and 
become increasingly difficult to advance. In a series of rulings, the courts have 
removed or eliminated many of the legal tools that were once used to promote, 
encourage, or even mandate integration in schools (Milliken v. Bradley, 1974; 
Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle School District, 2007; see 
Garland, 2013; Orfield & Eaton, 1996). Aside from their pronouncements about 
education being the civil rights issue of the twenty-first century, policymakers 
have ignored the empirical evidence that shows that racial isolation in schools is 
growing. Even as the nation marked the 60th anniversary of the Brown decision, 
politicians have largely been silent about the retreat from racial integration.

Throughout much of his career Du Bois was an advocate of racial integra-
tion. However, in his later years he became more cynical and disheartened about 
prospects for achieving meaningful racial integration in schools as he became 
more aware of how deeply entrenched racist beliefs were in American society. 
Du Bois was clear that it was not sufficient to merely enroll children from dif-
ferent backgrounds in the same schools. His primary concern was with ensuring 
that the academic and social needs of children, particularly African-American 
children, would be met. In the following passage he spells out what this educa-
tion should entail:
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…there must be sympathetic touch between teacher and pupil; knowledge on the part of 
the teacher, not simply of the individual taught, but of his surroundings and background, 
and the history of his class and group; such contact between pupils, and between teacher 
and pupil, on the basis of perfect social equality, as will increase this sympathy and 
knowledge;…and the promotion of such extra-curricular activities as will tend to induct 
the child into life (Du Bois, 1935, p. 328)

The conditions Du Bois describes as essential are not present in many ostensibly 
integrated schools, and for that reason, integration must be seen as only one of 
several important issues to be addressed on the subject of race and education. As 
I have pointed out, race and class issues figure prominently in a variety of educa-
tional issues. Many, though not all, of these issues are addressed by the authors of 
the chapters in this volume, who also make significant efforts to demonstrate how 
these issues are influenced by persistent and pervasive inequality both in school 
(particularly with respect to funding) and beyond (Carnoy, 1994; Carter & Welner, 
2013). These pervasive disparities provide the contexts that shape and give mean-
ing to other educational issues we examine in this book. Unlike policymakers and 
often the media, who generally prefer to discuss the state of public education with-
out any reference to how it may be influenced by America’s history of racial ineq-
uity, this book makes those connections explicit.

As noted above, children of color were projected to comprise the majority of chil-
dren in U.S. public schools in 2014—the 60th anniversary of the Brown decision. 
Beyond schools, demographers project that by 2044, those who have historically 
been in the minority nationwide (at least as determined by membership in speci-
fied racial and ethnic groups) will be in the majority (Colby & Ortman, 2015; see 
also Clark, 1998), and those who previously were in the majority (those historically 
categorized as “whites”), will constitute the largest of several minority groups that 
make up the U.S. population. Additionally, regardless of efforts to close the border 
to stop illegal immigration, it is projected that by 2050, more than one-third of U.S. 
children will be of Latino origin (Murphy, Guzman, & Torres, 2014). We have yet to 
fully understand what these changes will mean for America’s future, but we know for 
sure that major changes are inevitable. As the one institution charged with provid-
ing access to all children regardless of their backgrounds, education will undoubtedly 
play an important role in shaping patterns of mobility in the years ahead. In that criti-
cal role, it will either serve as a pathway to opportunity that helps in integrating the 
nation and its people, or it will continue to serve as the means through which existing 
inequalities are reinforced and reproduced over time. Whatever role it plays, there is 
little doubt that education will profoundly influence the kind of nation we become.

References

Ahram, R., Fergus, E., & Noguera, P. (2011). Addressing racial/ethnic disproportionality in spe-
cial education: Case studies of suburban school districts. Teachers College Record, 113(10), 
2233–2266.

Alexander, M. (2010). The new Jim Crow: Mass incarceration in the age of colorblindness. New 
York, NY: The New Press.



19Race, Education, and the Pursuit of Equity in the Twenty-First Century

Auerbach, J. A., Krimgold, B. K., & Lefkowitz, B. (2000). Improving health: It doesn’t take a 
revolution. Washington, DC: National Policy Association.

Barnett, W. S. (2010). Universal and targeted approaches to preschool education in the United 
States. International Journal of Child Care and Education Policy, 4(1), 1–12.

Barry, E. (2011, August 31). Who says education reform is the ‘civil rights issue of our time’?. 
Retrieved from http://editbarry.wordpress.com/2011/08/31/who-says-education-reform-is-the- 
‘civil-rights-issue-of-our-time’.

Barton, P. E., & Coley, R. J. (2010). The black-white achievement gap: When progress stopped. 
NJ: Princeton. Educational Testing Service.

Bell, D. (2004). Silent covenants: Brown versus Board of Education and the unfulfilled hopes for 
racial reform. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.

Bombardieri, M. (2005, January 17). Summers’ remarks on women draw fire. Boston Globe. 
Retrieved from http://www.boston.com/news/education/higher/articles/2005/01/17/summers_ 
remarks_on_women_draw_fire/?page=full.

Bowen, N. K., Bowen, G. L., & Ware, W. (2002). Neighborhood social disorganization, families, 
and the educational behavior of adolescents. Journal of Adolescent Research, 17, 468–489.

Boykin, A. W., & Noguera, P. (2011). Creating the opportunity to learn: Moving from research to 
practice to close the achievement gap. Washington, DC: ASCD.

Boykin, A. W., Tyler, K. M., & Miller, O. A. (2005). In search of cultural themes and their 
expressions in the dynamics of classroom life. Urban Education, 40(5), 521–549.

Brill, S. (2011). Class warfare: Inside the fight to fix America’s schools. New York, NY: Simon 
and Schuster.

Brown versus Board of Education of Topeka, 347 U.S. 483 (1954).
Bryk, A. S., Sebring, P. B., Allensworth, E., Luppescu, S., & Easton, J. Q. (2010). Organizing 

schools for improvement: Lessons from Chicago. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.
Carnoy, M. (1994). Faded dreams: The politics and economics of race in America. New York, 

NY: Cambridge University Press.
Carter, P., & Welner, K. G. (2013). Closing the opportunity gap: What America must to do give 

every child an even chance. New York, NY: Oxford University Press.
Chua, A., & Rubenfeld, J. (2014, January 26). The triple package: How three unlikely traits 

explain the rise and fall of cultural groups in America. New York Times. Retrieved from htt
p://www.nytimes.com/2014/01/26/opinion/sunday/what-drives-success.html?_r=0.

Clark, W. A. V. (1998). The California cauldron. New York, NY: The Guilford Press.
Coates, T. (2014, June). The case for reparations. The Atlantic. Retrieved from 

http://www.theatlantic.com/features/archive/2014/05/the-case-for-reparations/361631/.
Colby, S. L., & Ortman, J. M. (2015). Projections of the size and composition of the U.S. popu-

lation: 2014 to 2060: Population Estimates and Projections: Current Population Reports, 
P25-1143. U.S. Census Bureau. Washington, D.C. Retrieved from https://www.census.gov/
population/projections/data/national/2014/publications.html.

Conley, D. (2009). Being black, living in the red. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.
Darling-Hammond, L. (2010). The flat world and education. New York, NY: Teachers College 

Press.
DeNavas-Walt, C., & Proctor, B. D. (2014). Income and poverty in the United States: 2013. U. S. 

Department of Commerce: Economics and Statistics Administration: U. S. Census Bureau. 
Retrieved from http://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2014/demo/
p60-249.pdf.

Du Bois, W. E. B. (1903). The souls of black folk. Chicago, IL: A.C. McClurg and Co.
Du Bois, W. E. B. (1935). Does the Negro need separate schools? Journal of Negro Education, 

4(3), 328–335.
Duster, T. (2003). Backdoor to Eugenics. New York, NY: Routledge.
Epstein, J. L. (1994). Theory to practice: School and family partnerships lead to school improve-

ment and school success. In C. L. Fagnano & B. Z. Werber (Eds.), School, Family, and 
Community Interactions: A View from the Firing Lines (pp. 39–52). Boulder, CO: Westview 
Press.

http://editbarry.wordpress.com/2011/08/31/who-says-education-reform-is-the-%e2%80%98civil-rights-issue-of-our-time
http://editbarry.wordpress.com/2011/08/31/who-says-education-reform-is-the-%e2%80%98civil-rights-issue-of-our-time
http://www.boston.com/news/education/higher/articles/2005/01/17/summers_remarks_on_women_draw_fire/%3fpage%3dfull
http://www.boston.com/news/education/higher/articles/2005/01/17/summers_remarks_on_women_draw_fire/%3fpage%3dfull
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/01/26/opinion/sunday/what-drives-success.html%3f_r%3d0
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/01/26/opinion/sunday/what-drives-success.html%3f_r%3d0
http://www.theatlantic.com/features/archive/2014/05/the-case-for-reparations/361631/
https://www.census.gov/population/projections/data/national/2014/publications.html
https://www.census.gov/population/projections/data/national/2014/publications.html
http://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2014/demo/p60-249.pdf
http://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2014/demo/p60-249.pdf


20 P.A. Noguera

Farkas, G. (2004). The black-white test score gap. Contexts, 3, 12–19.
Feagin, J. (2000). Racist America: Roots, current realities, and future reparations. New York: 

Routledge.
Fergus, E., Noguera, P. A., & Martin, M. (2014). Schooling for resilience: Improving the life tra-

jectory of Black and Latino boys. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Education Press.
Ferguson, R. (2007). Toward excellence with equity. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Fischer, C., Hout, M., Sánchez Jankowski, M., Lucas, S. R., Swidler, A., & Voss, K. (1996). 

Inequality by design: Cracking the bell curve myth. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press.

Fredrickson, G. (1981). White supremacy. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press.
García, E. (2005). Teaching and learning in two languages: Bilingualism and schooling in the 

United States. New York, NY: Teachers College Press.
Garland, S. (2013). Divided we fail: The story of an African American community that ended the 

era of school desegregation. Boston, MA: Beacon Press.
Gewertz, C. (2009, October 2). What to do about ‘dropout factories.’ Education Week. Retrieved 

from http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/high-school-connections/2009/10/httpwwwall4edorgfi
lesprioritiz.html?qs=gewertz+dropout

Gregory, A., Skiba, R., & Noguera, P. A. (2010). The achievement gap and the discipline gap. 
Educational Researcher, 39(1), 59–68.

Goodenow, C., & Grady, K. (1993). The relationship of school belonging and friends’ values 
to academic motivation among urban adolescent students. The Journal of Experimental 
Education, 62, 60–71.

Gould, A. (1981). The mismeasure of man. New York, NY: W. W. Norton.
Hacker, A. (1992). Two nations: Black and White, separate, hostile, unequal. New York, NY: 

Scribner.
Hernstein, R. J., & Murray, C. (1994). The bell curve: Intelligence and class structure in 

American life. New York, NY: Free Press.
Jencks, C., & Phillips, M. (Eds.). (1998). The Black-White test score gap. Washington, DC: 

Brookings.
Jones, D. (2014, February). Beware of education reformers who co-opt the language of the civil 

rights movement. emPower. Retrieved from http://www.empowermagazine.com/beware- 
education-reformers-co-opt-language-civil-rights-movement/.

Kochhar, R., & Fry, R. (2014, December 12). Wealth inequality has widened along racial, 
ethnic lines since end of Great Recession. Pew Research Center. Retrieved from 
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/12/12/racial-wealth-gaps-great-recession/.

Kozol, J. (1991). Savage inequalities. New York, NY: Crown Publishers.
Ladson-Billings, G. (2006). From the achievement gap to the education debt: Understanding 

achievement in US schools. Education Researcher, 35(7), 3–12.
Lemann, N. (1996). The big test: The secret history of the American meritocracy. New York, NY: 

Farrar, Straus, and Giroux.
Lipman, P. (2011). The new political economy of urban education: Neo-liberalism, race and the 

right to the city. New York, NY: Routledge.
Loewen, J. W. (1995). Lies my teacher told me: Everything your American history textbook got 

wrong. New York, NY: New Press.
McWhorter, J. (2000). Losing the race: Self-sabotage in Black America. New York, NY: The Free 

Press.
Massey, D. S., & Denton, N. A. (1998). American Apartheid: Segregation and the making of the 

underclass. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Maxwell, L. A., (2014, August 19). U.S. school enrollment hits majority minority milestone. 

Education Week. Retrieved from http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2014/08/20/01demogr
aphics.h34.html.

Meier, K., Stewart, J., & England, R. (1989). Race, class, and education: The politics of second-
generation discrimination. Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press.

http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/high-school-connections/2009/10/httpwwwall4edorgfilesprioritiz.html?qs=gewertz+dropout
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/high-school-connections/2009/10/httpwwwall4edorgfilesprioritiz.html?qs=gewertz+dropout
http://www.empowermagazine.com/beware-education-reformers-co-opt-language-civil-rights-movement/
http://www.empowermagazine.com/beware-education-reformers-co-opt-language-civil-rights-movement/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/12/12/racial-wealth-gaps-great-recession/
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2014/08/20/01demographics.h34.html
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2014/08/20/01demographics.h34.html


21Race, Education, and the Pursuit of Equity in the Twenty-First Century

Milliken v. Bradley, 418 U.S. 717. (1974).
Miller, L. (1995). An American Imperative: Accelerating minority educational advancement. 

New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.
Murphy, D., Guzman, L., & Torres, A. (2014). America’s Hispanic children: Gaining ground, 

looking forward (Publication #2014-38). Child Trends Hispanic Institute. Retrieved from 
http://www.childtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/2014-38AmericaHispanicChildren.
pdf.

Myrdal, G. (1944). An American dilemma: The negro problem and modern democracy. New 
York, NY: Harper and Brothers.

National Center for Education Statistics. (2009). Report on PISA. Washington, DC: US 
Department of Education.

No Child Left Behind Act of 2001. (2002). Pub. L. No. 107–110, 115 Stat. 1425.
Noguera, P. (2001). The elusive quest for equity and excellence. Education and Urban Society, 

34, 18–41.
Noguera, P. (2003). City schools and the American dream: Reclaiming the promise of public edu-

cation. New York, NY: Teachers College Press.
Noguera, P. A., Darling-Hammond, L., & Friedlaender, (2015). Equal opportunity for deeper 

learning. Boston, MA: Jobs for the Future.
Noguera, P. A., & Wing, J. Y. (2006). Unfinished business: Closing the racial achievement gap in 

our nation’s schools. San Francisco, CA: Jossey Bass.
Oakes, J. (1989). Keeping track: How schools structure inequality. New Haven, CT: Yale 

University Press.
Ogbu, J. (1987). Opportunity structure, cultural boundaries, and literacy. In J. Langer (Ed.), 

Language, literacy, and culture: Issues of society and schooling (pp. 265–283). Norwood, 
NJ: Ablex.

Ogbu, J., & Davis, A. (2003). Black American students in an affluent suburb: A study of aca-
demic disengagement. New York, NY: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Olsen, L. (1997). Made in America: Immigrant students in our public schools. New York, NY: 
The New Press.

Omi, M., & Winant, H. (2015). Racial formation in the United States (3rd ed.). New York, NY: 
Routledge.

Orfield, G., & Eaton, S. E. (1996). Dismantling desegregation. New York, NY: New Press.
Orfield, G., & Lee, C. (2006). Racial transformation and the changing nature of segregation. 

Cambridge, MA: The Civil Rights Project at Harvard University.
Orfield, G., Kucsera, J., & Siegel-Hawley, G. (2012). E Pluribus…Separation: Deepening 

Double Segregation for More Students. Los Angeles, CA: The Civil Rights Project/Proyecto 
Derechos Civiles. Retrieved from http://civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-education/ 
in tegra t ion-and-divers i ty /mlk-nat ional /e -p lur ibus…separa t ion-deepening- 
double-segregation-for-more-students/orfield_epluribus_revised_omplete_2012.
pdf.

Orfield, G., & Frankenberg, E. (with Ee, J. & Kuscera, J.). (2014). Brown at 60: Great progress, 
a long retreat and an uncertain future. Los Angeles, CA: The Civil Rights Project/Proyecto 
Derechos Civiles. Retrieved from http://civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-education/
integration-and-diversity/brown-at-60-great-progress-a-long-retreat-and-an-uncertain-future/
Brown-at-60-051814.pdf.

PISA (2009). Equally prepared for life? How 15-year-old boys and girls perform in school. 
OECD. Retrieved from http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/equally-prepared-for-life_ 
9789264064072-en

Parents Involved in Community Schools v. Seattle School District No. 1, 551 U.S. 701 (2007).
Patterson, O., & Fosse, E. (2015). The cultural matrix: Understanding black youth. Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press.
Payne, C. (2008). So much reform, so little change. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Education Press.

http://www.childtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/2014-38AmericaHispanicChildren.pdf
http://www.childtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/2014-38AmericaHispanicChildren.pdf
http://civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-education/integration-and-diversity/mlk-national/e-pluribus%e2%80%a6separation-deepening-double-segregation-for-more-students/orfield_epluribus_revised_omplete_2012.pdf
http://civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-education/integration-and-diversity/mlk-national/e-pluribus%e2%80%a6separation-deepening-double-segregation-for-more-students/orfield_epluribus_revised_omplete_2012.pdf
http://civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-education/integration-and-diversity/mlk-national/e-pluribus%e2%80%a6separation-deepening-double-segregation-for-more-students/orfield_epluribus_revised_omplete_2012.pdf
http://civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-education/integration-and-diversity/mlk-national/e-pluribus%e2%80%a6separation-deepening-double-segregation-for-more-students/orfield_epluribus_revised_omplete_2012.pdf
http://civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-education/integration-and-diversity/brown-at-60-great-progress-a-long-retreat-and-an-uncertain-future/Brown-at-60-051814.pdf
http://civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-education/integration-and-diversity/brown-at-60-great-progress-a-long-retreat-and-an-uncertain-future/Brown-at-60-051814.pdf
http://civilrightsproject.ucla.edu/research/k-12-education/integration-and-diversity/brown-at-60-great-progress-a-long-retreat-and-an-uncertain-future/Brown-at-60-051814.pdf
http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/equally-prepared-for-life_9789264064072-en
http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/equally-prepared-for-life_9789264064072-en


22 P.A. Noguera

Perie, M., Moran, R., & Lutkus, A.D. (2005). NAEP 2004: Trends in academic progress: Three 
decades of student performance in reading and mathematics (NCES 2005–464). U.S. 
Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education 
Statistics. Washington, DC: Government Printing Office.

Perry, T., Steele, C., & Hilliard, A, I. I. I. (2003). Young, gifted and black: Promoting high 
achievement among African-American students. New York, NY: Beacon Press.

Ravitch, D. (2012, August 30). Is education the civil rights issue of our day?. Retrieved from 
http://dianeravitch.net/2012/08/30/is-education-the-civil-rights-issue-of-our-day/.

Ravitch, D. (2013). Reign of error: The hoax of the privatization movement and the danger to 
America’s public schools. New York, NY: Knopf.

Roediger, D. R. (1991). The wages of whiteness: Race and the making of the American working 
class. New York, NY: Verso Press.

Rothstein, R. (2004). Class and schools: Using social, economic, and educational reform to 
close the black-white achievement gap. Washington, D.C. and New York, N.Y.: Economic 
Policy Institute and Teachers College Press.

Rothstein, R. (2014). The making of Ferguson: Public policies at the root of its troubles. 
Washington, DC: Economic Policy Institute.

Schott Foundation for Public Education. (2015). Black lives matter: The Schott fifty state report 
on public education and black males. Schott Foundation for Public Education. Retrieved 
from http://www.blackboysreport.org/2015-black-boys-report.pdf.

Sealey-Ruiz, Y, Handville, N., & Noguera, P. (2008). In pursuit of the possible: Lessons learned 
from district efforts to reduce racial disparities in student achievement. The Sophists Bane, 
6(2).

Stipek, D., & Gralinski, J. H. (1996). Children’s beliefs about intelligence and school perfor-
mance. Journal of Educational Psychology, 88(3), 397–407.

Skiba, R. J., Simmons, A. B., Ritter, S., Gibb, A. C., Rausch, M. K., Cuadrado, J., & Chung, 
C. (2008) Achieving equity in special education: History, status, and current challenges. 
Exceptional Children, 74(3), 264–288.

Spring, J. (1994). American education. New York, NY: McGraw Hill.
Steele, S. (1996). The content of our character. New York: St. Martin’s Press.
Takaki, R. (1989). Strangers from a different shore: A history of Asian Americans. New York, 

NY: Penguin.
Titus, J. O. (2011). Brown’s battleground: Students, segregationists, and the struggle for justice 

in Prince Edward County, Virginia. Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press.
Treisman, U. (1993). Lessons learned from a FIPSE project. Berkeley, CA: University of 

California Professional Development Program.
Twombly, R. C. (Ed.). (1971). Blacks in White America. New York, NY: David McKay Company.
U.S. Department of Education (2013). For each and every child: A strategy for education equity 

and excellence. Washington, D.C. Retrieved from https://www2.ed.gov/about/bdscomm/
list/eec/equity-excellence-commission-report.pdf.

U.S. Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights. (2015). Protecting civil rights, advancing 
equity: Report to the President and Secretary of Education, under Section 203(b)(1) of the 
Department of Education Organization Act, FY 13–14. Washington, D.C.

U.S. News and World Report. (2015). Little rock school district: Central high school: Overview. 
Retrieved from http://www.usnews.com/education/best-high-schools/arkansas/districts/
little-rock-school-district/central-high-school-1373.

Whitman, D. (2008). Sweating the small stuff: Inner-city schools and the new paternalism. 
Washington, D.C.: Thomas B. Fordham Institute.

Williams, J. (2006). Enough: Phony leaders, dead-end movements and the culture of failure that 
are undermining black America—and what we can do about it. New York, NY: Random 
House.

http://dianeravitch.net/2012/08/30/is-education-the-civil-rights-issue-of-our-day/
http://www.blackboysreport.org/2015-black-boys-report.pdf
https://www2.ed.gov/about/bdscomm/list/eec/equity-excellence-commission-report.pdf
https://www2.ed.gov/about/bdscomm/list/eec/equity-excellence-commission-report.pdf
http://www.usnews.com/education/best-high-schools/arkansas/districts/little-rock-school-district/central-high-school-1373
http://www.usnews.com/education/best-high-schools/arkansas/districts/little-rock-school-district/central-high-school-1373


23Race, Education, and the Pursuit of Equity in the Twenty-First Century

Wilson, W. J. (1996). When work disappears: The world of the new urban poor. New York: 
Vintage Books.

Wilson, W. J. (2009). More than just race: Being Black and poor in the inner city. New York: 
W.W. Norton.

Zinn, H. (1980). A people’s history of the United States. New York, NY: Harper.



Part II
Roots and Forms of Segregation



27

School Policy Is Housing Policy: 
Deconcentrating Disadvantage  
to Address the Achievement Gap

Richard Rothstein

© Springer International Publishing Switzerland 2016 
P.A. Noguera et al. (eds.), Race, Equity, and Education, 
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-23772-5_2

We cannot substantially improve the performance of the poorest African-American 
students—the “truly disadvantaged,” in William Julius Wilson’s phrase—by 
school reform alone. It must be addressed primarily by improving the social and 
economic conditions that bring too many children to school unprepared to take 
advantage of what even the best schools have to offer.

There are two aspects to this conclusion:

•	 First, social and economic disadvantage—not poverty itself, but a host of  
associated conditions—depresses student performance, and

•	 Second, concentrating students with these disadvantages in racially and  
economically homogeneous schools depresses it further.

The individual predictors of low achievement are well documented:

•	 With less access to routine and preventive health care, disadvantaged children 
have greater absenteeism (Aysola, Orav, & Ayanian, 2011; Starfield, 1997), and 
they cannot benefit from good schools if they are not present.
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•	 With less literate parents, they are read to less frequently when young, and are 
exposed to less complex language at home (Ayoub et al., 2009; Brooks-Gunn & 
Markman, 2005).

•	 With less adequate housing, they rarely have quiet places to study and may 
move more frequently, changing schools and teachers (Mehana & Reynolds, 
2004; Raudenbush, Jean, & Art, 2011).

•	 With fewer opportunities for enriching after-school and summer activities, their 
background knowledge and organizational skills are less developed (Entwisle, 
Alexander, & Olson, 2000; Neuman & Celano, 2001).

•	 With fewer family resources, their college ambitions are constrained (Johnson, 
In Progress).

As these and many other disadvantages accumulate, lower social class children 
inevitably have lower average achievement than middle-class children, even with 
the highest quality instruction.

When a school’s proportion of students at risk of failure grows, the conse-
quences of disadvantage are exacerbated.

In schools with high proportions of disadvantaged children:

•	 Remediation becomes the norm, and teachers have little time to challenge those 
exceptional students who can overcome personal, family, and community hard-
ships that typically interfere with learning.

•	 In schools with high rates of student mobility, teachers spend more time repeat-
ing lessons for newcomers, and have fewer opportunities to adapt instruction to 
students’ individual strengths and weaknesses.

•	 When classrooms fill with students who come to school less ready to learn, 
teachers must focus more on discipline and less on learning.

•	 Children in impoverished neighborhoods are surrounded by more crime and 
violence and suffer from greater stress that interferes with learning (Buka, 
Stichick, Birdthistle, & Earls, 2001; Burdick-Will et al., 2010; Farah et al., 
2006).

•	 Children with less exposure to mainstream society are less familiar with the 
standard English that is necessary for their future success (Sampson, Sharkey, & 
Raudenbush, 2008).

•	 When few parents have strong educations themselves, schools cannot benefit 
from parental pressure for higher quality curriculum, children have few college-
educated role models to emulate and have few classroom peers whose own fam-
ilies set higher academic standards.

Nationwide, low-income black children’s isolation has increased. It is a problem 
not only of poverty but of race.
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•	 The share of black students attending schools that are more than 90 % minor-
ity has grown from 34–39 % from 1991 to 2011 (Orfield & Frankenberg, 
2014, Table 8; Orfield & Lee, 2006, Table 3). In 1991, black students typically 
attended schools where 35 % of their fellow students were white; by 2011, it 
had fallen to 28 % (Orfield & Frankenberg, 2014, Table 4; Orfield, Kucsera, & 
Siegel-Hawley, 2012, Table 5).

•	 In 1988, black students typically attended schools in which 43 % of their fellow 
students were low-income; by 2006 it had risen to 59 % (Orfield, 2009).

•	 In cities with the most struggling students, the isolation is even more extreme. 
The most recent data show, for example, that in Detroit, the typical black stu-
dent attends a school where 3 % of students are white, and 84 % are low income 
(Detroit Public Schools, 2009, Enrollment Demographics as of 11/19/2009).

It is inconceivable that significant gains can be made in the achievement of black 
children who are so severely isolated.

This school segregation mostly reflects neighborhood segregation. In urban 
areas, low-income white students are more likely to be integrated into middle-
class neighborhoods and less likely to attend school predominantly with other dis-
advantaged students. Although immigrant low-income Hispanic students are also 
concentrated in schools, by the third generation their families are more likely to 
settle in more middle-class neighborhoods. Illustrative is that Latino immigrants 
who had resided in California for at least 30 years had a 65 % homeownership rate 
prior to the burst of the housing bubble (Myers, 2008).1 It is undoubtedly lower 
after the bubble burst, but still extraordinary.

The racial segregation of schools has been intensifying because the segrega-
tion of neighborhoods has been intensifying. Analyzing census data, Rutgers 
University Prof. Paul Jargowsky has found that in 2011, 7 % of poor whites lived 
in high poverty neighborhoods, where more than 40 % of the residents are poor, 
up from 4 % in 2000; 15 % of poor Hispanics lived in such high poverty neigh-
borhoods in 2011, up from 14 % in 2000; and a breathtaking 23 % of poor blacks 
lived in high poverty neighborhoods in 2011, up from 19 % in 2000 (Jargowsky, 
2013).

In his 2013 book Stuck in Place, the New York University sociologist Patrick 
Sharkey defines a poor neighborhood as one where 20 % of the residents are poor, 
not 40 % as in Paul Jargowsky’s work. A 20-percent-poor neighborhood is still 
severely disadvantaged. In such a neighborhood, many, if not most other residents 
are likely to have very low incomes, although not so low as to be below the official 
poverty line.

Sharkey finds that young African-Americans (from 13 to 28-years old) are now 
ten times as likely to live in poor neighborhoods, defined in this way, as young 
whites—66 % of African Americans, compared to 6 % of whites (Sharkey, 2013, 

1Compare to overall national rates in 2007 (in percents): all, 68; whites, 75; blacks, 47; Hispanics 
(all generations), 50 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2014).
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p. 27, Fig. 2.1). What is more, for black families, mobility out of such neighbor-
hoods is much more limited than for whites. Sharkey shows that 67 % of African-
American families hailing from the poorest quarter of neighborhoods a generation 
ago continue to live in such neighborhoods today. But only 40 % of white fami-
lies who lived in the poorest quarter of neighborhoods a generation ago still do so 
(Sharkey, 2013, p. 38, Fig. 2.6).

Considering all black families, 48 % have lived in poor neighborhoods over at 
least two generations, compared to 7 % of white families (Sharkey, 2013, p. 39). 
If a child grows up in a poor neighborhood, moving up and out to a middle-class 
area is typical for whites but an aberration for blacks. Black neighborhood pov-
erty is thus more multigenerational while white neighborhood poverty is more epi-
sodic; black children in low-income neighborhoods are more likely than others to 
have parents who also grew up in such neighborhoods.

The implications for children’s chances of success are dramatic: For academic 
performance, Sharkey uses a scale like the familiar IQ measure, where 100 is the 
mean and roughly 70 % of children score about average, between 85 and 115. 
Using a survey that traces individuals and their offspring since 1968, Sharkey 
shows that children who come from middle-class (non-poor) neighborhoods and 
whose mothers also grew up in middle-class neighborhoods score an average of 
104 on problem-solving tests. Children from poor neighborhoods whose mothers 
also grew up in poor neighborhoods score lower, an average of 96.

Sharkey’s truly startling finding, however, is this: Children in poor neighbor-
hoods whose mothers grew up in middle-class neighborhoods score an average of 
102, slightly above the mean and only slightly below the average scores of chil-
dren whose families lived in middle-class neighborhoods for two generations. 
But children who live in middle-class neighborhoods—yet whose mothers grew 
up in poor neighborhoods—score an average of only 98 (Sharkey, 2013, p. 130, 
Fig. 5.5).

Sharkey concludes that “the parent’s environment during [her own] childhood 
may be more important than the child’s own environment.” He calculates that “liv-
ing in poor neighborhoods over two consecutive generations reduces children’s 
cognitive skills by roughly eight or nine points … roughly equivalent to missing 
2–4 years of schooling” (Sharkey, 2013, pp. 129–131).

Integrating disadvantaged black students into schools where more privileged 
students predominate can narrow the black–white achievement gap. Evidence is 
especially impressive for long term outcomes for adolescents and young adults 
who have attended integrated schools (e.g., Guryan, 2001; Johnson, 2011). But 
the conventional wisdom of contemporary education policy notwithstanding, 
there is no evidence that segregated schools with poorly performing students can 
be “turned around” while remaining racially isolated. Claims that some schools, 
charter schools in particular, “beat the odds” founder upon close examination. 
Such schools are structurally selective on non-observables, at least, and frequently 
have high attrition rates (Rothstein, 2004, pp. 61–84). In some small districts, or 
in areas of larger districts where ghetto and middle-class neighborhoods adjoin, 
school integration can be accomplished by devices such as magnet schools, 
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controlled choice, and attendance zone manipulations. But for African-American 
students living in the ghettos of large cities, far distant from middle-class suburbs, 
the racial isolation of their schools cannot be remedied without undoing the racial 
isolation of the neighborhoods in which they are located.

 The Myth of De Facto Segregation

In 2007, the Supreme Court made integration even more difficult than it already 
was, when the Court prohibited the Louisville and Seattle school districts from 
making racial balance a factor in assigning students to schools, in situations where 
applicant numbers exceeded available seats (Parents Involved in Community 
Schools v. Seattle School District No. 1, 2007).

The plurality opinion by Chief Justice John Roberts decreed that student cat-
egorization by race (for purposes of administering a choice program) is uncon-
stitutional unless it is designed to reverse effects of explicit rules that segregated 
students by race. Desegregation efforts, he stated, are impermissible if students 
are racially isolated, not as the result of government policy but because of societal 
discrimination, economic characteristics, or what Justice Clarence Thomas, in his 
concurring opinion, termed “any number of innocent private decisions, including 
voluntary housing choices.”

In Roberts’ terminology, commonly accepted by policymakers from across the 
political spectrum, constitutionally forbidden segregation established by federal, 
state, or local government action is de jure, while racial isolation independent of 
state action, as, in Roberts’ view, in Louisville and Seattle, is de facto.

It is generally accepted today, even by sophisticated policymakers, that black 
students’ racial isolation is now de facto, with no constitutional remedy––not only 
in Louisville and Seattle, but in all metropolitan areas, North and South.

Even the liberal dissenters in the Louisville-Seattle case, led by Justice Stephen 
Breyer, agreed with this characterization. Breyer argued that school districts 
should be permitted voluntarily to address de facto racial homogeneity, even 
if not constitutionally required to do so. But he accepted that for the most part, 
Louisville and Seattle schools were not segregated by state action and thus not 
constitutionally required to desegregate.

This is a dubious proposition. Certainly, Northern schools have not been segre-
gated by policies assigning blacks to some schools and whites to others—at least 
not since the 1940s; they are segregated because their neighborhoods are racially 
homogeneous.

But neighborhoods did not get that way from “innocent private decisions” or, as 
the late Justice Potter Stewart once put it, from “unknown and perhaps unknowa-
ble factors such as in-migration, birth rates, economic changes, or cumulative acts 
of private racial fears” (Milliken v. Bradley, 1974).

In truth, residential segregation’s causes are both knowable and known—twen-
tieth-century federal, state, and local policies explicitly designed to separate the 
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races and whose effects endure today. In any meaningful sense, neighborhoods 
and in consequence, schools, have been segregated de jure. The notion of de facto 
segregation is a myth, although widely accepted in a national consensus that wants 
to avoid confronting our racial history.

 De Jure Residential Segregation by Federal, State,  
and Local Government

The federal government led in the establishment and maintenance of residential 
segregation in metropolitan areas.

From its New Deal inception and especially during and after World War II, 
federally funded public housing was explicitly racially segregated, both by fed-
eral and local governments. Not only in the South, but in the Northeast, Midwest, 
and West, projects were officially and publicly designated either for whites or for 
blacks. Some projects were “integrated” with separate buildings designated for 
whites or for blacks. Later, as white families left the projects for the suburbs, pub-
lic housing became overwhelmingly black and in most cities was placed only in 
black neighborhoods, explicitly so. This policy continued one originating in the 
New Deal, when Harold Ickes, President Roosevelt’s first public housing director, 
established the “neighborhood composition rule” that public housing should not 
disturb the preexisting racial composition of neighborhoods where it was placed 
(Hirsch, 1998/1983, p. 14; Hirsch, 2000, p. 209; e.g., Hills v. Gautreaux, 1976; 
Rothstein, 2012). This was de jure segregation.

Once the housing shortage eased and material was freed for post-World War 
II civilian purposes, the federal government subsidized relocation of whites to 
suburbs and prohibited similar relocation of blacks. Again, this was not implicit, 
not mere “disparate impact,” but racially explicit policy. The Federal Housing 
and Veterans Administrations recruited a nationwide cadre of mass-production 
builders who constructed developments on the East Coast like the Levittowns in 
Long Island, Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and Delaware; on the West Coast like 
Lakewood and Panorama City in the Los Angeles area, Westlake (Daly City) in 
the San Francisco Bay Area, and several Seattle suburbs developed by William 
and Bertha Boeing; and in numerous other metropolises in between. These build-
ers received federal loan guarantees on explicit condition that no sales be made 
to blacks and that each individual deed include a prohibition on resales to blacks, 
or to what the FHA described as an “incompatible racial element” (FHA, 1938; 
Jackson, 1985, pp. 207–209, 238; e.g., Silva, 2009). This was de jure segregation.

In addition to guaranteeing construction loans taken out by mass production 
suburban developers, the FHA, as a matter of explicit policy, also refused to insure 
individual mortgages for African-Americans in white neighborhoods, or even to 
whites in neighborhoods that the FHA considered subject to possible integration in 
the future (Hirsch, 2000, pp. 208, 211–212). This was de jure segregation.
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Although a 1948 Supreme Court ruling barred courts from enforcing racial 
deed restrictions, the restrictions themselves were deemed lawful for another 
30 years and the FHA knowingly continued, until the Fair Housing Act was 
passed in 1968, to finance developers who constructed suburban developments that 
were closed to African-Americans (Hirsch, 2000, pp. 211–212). This was de jure 
segregation.

Bank regulators from the Federal Reserve, Comptroller of the Currency, Office 
of Thrift Supervision, and other agencies knowingly approved “redlining” poli-
cies by which banks and savings institutions refused loans to black families in 
white suburbs and even, in most cases, to black families in black neighborhoods—
leading to the deterioration and ghettoization of those neighborhoods (see, e.g., 
USCCR, 1961, pp. 36–37, 42–51). This was de jure segregation.

Although specific zoning rules assigning blacks to some neighborhoods and 
whites to others were banned by the Supreme Court in 1917, explicit racial zon-
ing in some cities was enforced until the 1960s. The Court’s 1917 decision was 
not based on equal protection but on the property rights of white owners to sell 
to whomever they pleased. Several large cities interpreted the ruling as inappli-
cable to their racial zoning laws because they prohibited only residence of blacks 
in white neighborhoods, not ownership. Some cities, Miami the most conspicu-
ous example, continued to include racial zones in their master plans and issued 
development permits accordingly, even though neighborhoods themselves were 
not explicitly zoned for racial groups (Mohl, 1987, 2001). This was de jure 
segregation.

In other cities, following the 1917 Supreme Court decision, mayors and other 
public officials took the lead in organizing homeowners’ associations for the pur-
pose of enacting racial deed restrictions. Baltimore is one example where the 
mayor organized a municipal Committee on Segregation to maintain racial zones 
without an explicit ordinance that would violate the 1917 decision (Power, 1986, 
2004). This was de jure segregation.

In the 1980s, the Internal Revenue Service revoked the tax-exemption of Bob 
Jones University because it prohibited interracial dating. The IRS believed it was 
constitutionally required to refuse a tax subsidy to a university with racist prac-
tices. Yet the IRS never challenged the pervasive use of tax-favoritism by universi-
ties, churches, and other nonprofit organizations and institutions to enforce racial 
segregation. The IRS extended tax exemptions not only to churches where such 
associations were frequently based and whose clergy were their officers, but to 
the associations themselves, although their racial purposes were explicit and well 
known. This was de jure segregation.

Churches were not alone in benefitting from unconstitutional tax exemptions. 
Robert Hutchins, known to educators for reforms elevating the liberal arts in 
higher education, was president and chancellor of the tax-exempt University of 
Chicago from 1929 to 1951. He directed the University to sponsor neighborhood 
associations to enforce racially restrictive deeds in its nearby Hyde Park and 
Kenwood neighborhoods, and employed the University’s legal department to evict 
black families who moved nearby in defiance of his policy, all while the university 
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was subsidized by the federal government by means of its tax-deductible and tax-
exempt status (Hirsch, 1998/1983, pp. 144–145; Plotkin, 1999, pp. 122–125). This 
was de jure segregation.

Urban renewal programs of the mid-twentieth century often had similarly 
undisguised purposes: to force low-income black residents away from universities, 
hospital complexes, or business districts and into new ghettos. Relocation to stable 
and integrated neighborhoods was not provided; in most cases, housing quality for 
those whose homes were razed was diminished by making public housing high-
rises or overcrowded ghettos the only relocation option (Hirsch, 2000, pp. 217–
222; Weaver, 1948, p. 324; USCCR, 1961, p. 96). This was de jure segregation.

Where integrated or mostly-black neighborhoods were too close to white com-
munities or central business districts, interstate highways were routed by federal 
and local officials to raze those neighborhoods for the explicit purpose of relocat-
ing black populations to more distant ghettos or of creating barriers between white 
and black neighborhoods. Euphemisms were thought less necessary then than 
today: according to the director of the American Association of State Highway 
Officials whose lobbying heavily influenced the interstate program, “some city 
officials expressed the view in the mid-1950s that the urban Interstates would give 
them a good opportunity to get rid of the local ‘niggertown’” (Schwartz, 1976, p. 
485 n. 481). This was de jure segregation.

For a sense of how federal policy was infused with segregationist impulses, 
consider the 1949 Congressional debate over President Harry S. Truman’s pro-
posal for a massive public housing program. Conservative Republicans, opposed 
to federal involvement in the private housing market, devised a “poison pill” guar-
anteed to defeat the plan. They introduced amendments in the House and Senate 
requiring that public housing be operated in a non-segregated manner, knowing 
that if such amendments were adopted, public housing would lose its Southern 
Democratic support and the entire program would go down to defeat.

The Senate floor leader of the housing program was the body’s most lib-
eral member, Paul Douglas, a former economist at the University of Chicago. 
Supported by other leading liberal legislators (Senator Hubert Humphrey from 
Minnesota, for example), Senator Douglas appealed on the floor of the Senate to 
his fellow Democrats and civil rights leaders, beseeching them to defeat the pro-
integration amendment: “I should like to point out to my Negro friends what a 
large amount of housing they will get under this act… I am ready to appeal to 
history and to time that it is in the best interests of the Negro race that we carry 
through the housing program as planned, rather than put in the bill an amendment 
which will inevitably defeat it…”

The Senate and House each then considered and defeated proposed amend-
ments that would have prohibited segregation and racial discrimination in 
federally funded public housing programs, and the 1949 Housing Act, with its pro-
visions for federal finance of public housing, was adopted (Davies, 1966, p. 108; 
Julian & Daniel, 1989, pp. 668–669). It permitted local authorities in the North as 
well as the South to design separate public housing projects for blacks and whites, 
or to segregate blacks and whites within projects. And they did so.
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Although there was an enormous national housing shortage at the time, one that 
denied millions of African-Americans a decent place to live, it remains an open 
question whether it really was in their best interests to be herded into segregated 
projects, where their poverty was concentrated and isolated from the American 
mainstream.

It was not, however, federal policy alone that segregated the metropolitan land-
scape. State policy contributed as well.

Real estate is a highly regulated industry. State governments require brokers to 
take courses in ethics and exams to keep their licenses. State commissions suspend 
or even lift licenses for professional and personal infractions—from mishandling 
escrow accounts to failing to pay personal child support. But although real estate 
agents openly enforced segregation, state authorities did not punish brokers for 
racial discrimination, and rarely do so even today when racial steering and dis-
criminatory practices remain (Galster & Godfrey, 2005). This misuse of regulatory 
authority was, and is, de jure segregation.

Local officials also played roles in violation of their constitutional obliga-
tions. Public police and prosecutorial power was used nationwide to enforce racial 
boundaries. Illustrations are legion. In the Chicago area, police forcibly evicted 
blacks who moved into an apartment in a white neighborhood; in Louisville, 
the locus of Parents Involved, the state prosecuted and convicted (later reversed) 
a white seller for sedition after he sold his white-neighborhood home to a black 
family (Braden, 1958). Everywhere, North, South, East, and West, police stood by 
while thousands (not an exaggeration) of mobs set fire to and stoned homes pur-
chased by blacks in white neighborhoods, and prosecutors almost never charged 
well-known and easily identifiable mob leaders (Rubinowitz & Perry, 2002). This 
officially sanctioned abuse of police power also constituted de jure segregation.

An example from Culver City, a suburb of Los Angeles, illustrates how pur-
poseful state action to promote racial segregation could be. During World War II, 
its state’s attorney instructed the municipality’s air raid wardens, when they went 
door-to-door advising residents to turn off lights to avoid providing guidance to 
Japanese bombers, also to solicit homeowners to sign restrictive covenants barring 
blacks from residence in the community (“Communiques from the housing front,” 
1943). This was de jure segregation.

Other forms abound of racially explicit state action to segregate the urban land-
scape, in violation of the Fifth, Thirteenth, and Fourteenth Amendments. Yet the 
term “de facto segregation,” describing a never-existent reality, persists among 
otherwise well-informed advocates and scholars. The term, and its implied the-
ory of private causation, hobbles our motivation to address de jure segregation as 
explicitly as Jim Crow was addressed in the South or apartheid was addressed in 
South Africa.

Private prejudice certainly played a very large role. But even here, unconsti-
tutional government action not only reflected but helped to create and sustain 
private prejudice. In part, white homeowners’ resistance to black neighbors was 
fed by deteriorating ghetto conditions, sparked by state action. Seeing slum con-
ditions invariably associated with African-Americans, white homeowners had a 
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reasonable fear that if African-Americans moved into their neighborhoods, these 
refugees from urban slums would bring the slum conditions with them.

Yet these slum conditions were supported by state action, by overcrowding 
caused almost entirely by the refusal of the federal government to permit African-
Americans to expand their housing supply by moving to the suburbs, and by 
municipalities’ discriminatory denial of adequate public services (Colfax, 2009; 
Kerner Commission, 1968, pp. 14, 145, 273; Satter, 2009). In the ghetto,

•	 garbage was collected less frequently,
•	 predominantly African-American neighborhoods were re-zoned for mixed (i.e., 

industrial, or even toxic) use,
•	 streets remained unpaved,
•	 even water, power, and sewer services were less often provided.

This was de jure segregation, but white homeowners came to see these conditions 
as characteristics of black residents themselves, not as the results of racially moti-
vated municipal policy.

 The Continuing Effects of State Sponsored Residential 
Segregation

Even those who understand this dramatic history of de jure segregation may think 
that because these policies are those of the past, there is no longer a public policy 
bar that prevents African-Americans from moving to white neighborhoods. Thus, 
they say, although these policies were unfortunate, we no longer have de jure seg-
regation. Rather, they believe, the reason we do not have integration today is not 
because of government policy but because most African-Americans cannot afford 
to live in middle-class neighborhoods.

This unaffordability was also created by federal, state, and local policy that 
prevented African-Americans in the mid-twentieth century from accumulating the 
capital needed to invest in home ownership in middle-class neighborhoods, and 
then from benefiting from the equity appreciation that followed in the ensuing 
decades.

Federal labor market and income policies were racially discriminatory until 
only a few decades ago. In consequence, most black families, who in the mid-
twentieth century could have joined their white peers in the suburbs, can no longer 
afford to do so.

The federal civil service was first segregated in the twentieth century, by the 
administration of President Woodrow Wilson. Under rules then adopted, no black 
civil servant could be in a position of authority over white civil servants, and in 
consequence, African-Americans were restricted and demoted to the most poorly 
paid jobs (King, 1995).
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The federal government recognized separate black and white government 
employee unions well into the second half of the twentieth century. For example, 
black letter carriers were not admitted to membership in the white postal service 
union. Black letter carriers had their own union but the Postal Service would only 
hear grievances from the white organization (“Same work, different unions,” 2011).

At the behest of Southern segregationist Senators and Congressmen, New Deal 
labor standards laws, like the National Labor Relations Act and the minimum 
wage law, excluded from coverage, for undisguised racial purposes, occupations in 
which black workers predominated (Katznelson, 2013).

The National Labor Relations Board certified segregated private sector unions, 
and unions that entirely excluded African-Americans from their trades, into the 
1970s (Foner, 1976; Hill, 1977; Independent Metal Workers, 1964).

State and local governments maintained separate, and lower, salary schedules 
for black public employees through the 1960s (e.g., Rothstein & Miles, 1995).

In these and other ways, government played an important and direct role in 
depressing the income levels of African-American workers below the income lev-
els of comparable white workers. This, too, contributed to the inability of black 
workers to accumulate the wealth needed to move to equity-appreciating white 
suburbs.

Today (2010), median black family income is 61 % of the white median, but 
black median family wealth (net worth, or assets minus debts) is an astonish-
ingly low 5 % of the white median (Mishel, Bivens, Gould, & Shierholz, 2012, 
Tables 2.5 and 6.5). The wealth gap does not only reflect the desperate financial 
situation of the poorest disadvantaged families. Thomas Shapiro, co-author of 
Black Wealth/White Wealth (1995), has estimated the relative wealth by race for 
middle-class families. Calculating relative wealth for black and white families 
with annual incomes of $60,000—slightly above the national median—from 
his most recent data in 2007, he found that black middle-class wealth was only 
22 % of whites’ (T. Shapiro, personal communication, May 3, 2014). This gap has 
undoubtedly widened since 2007 because the housing collapse harmed blacks—
who were targeted disproportionately for exploitative subprime loans and exposed 
to foreclosure—more than whites.

In short, middle-class African-Americans and whites are in different financial 
straits. Total family wealth (including the ability to borrow from home equity) 
has more impact than income on high-school graduates’ ability to afford college. 
Wealth also influences children’s early expectations that they will attend and com-
plete college. White middle-class children are more likely to prepare for, apply to, 
and graduate from college than black children with similar family incomes. This 
widely acknowledged difference in educational outcomes is, in considerable part, 
the enduring effect of de jure segregated housing policies of the twentieth century, 
policies that prevented African-Americans from accumulating, and bequeathing, 
wealth that they might otherwise have gained from appreciating real estate.

Levittown, described above as a Long Island suburban development built 
with federal financing and restricted to whites, illustrates these enduring effects. 
William Levitt sold his houses to whites in 1947 for $7,000, about two and a 
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half times the national median family income (Jackson, 1985, pp. 231–245; 
Williamson, 2005). White veterans could get VA or FHA loans with no down pay-
ments. Today, these homes typically sell for $400,000, about six times the median 
income, and FHA loans require 20 % down. Although African-Americans are 
now permitted to purchase in Levittown, it has become unaffordable. By 2010 
Levittown, in a metropolitan region with a large black population, was still less 
than 1 % black. White Levittowners can today easily save for college. Blacks 
denied access to the community are much less likely to be able to do so.

Segregation in many other suburbs is now locked in place by exclusionary zon-
ing laws—requiring large setbacks, prohibiting multi-family construction, or spec-
ifying minimum square footage—in suburbs where black families once could have 
afforded to move in the absence of official segregation, but can afford to do so no 
longer with property values appreciated.

Mid-twentieth century policies of de jure racial segregation continue to have 
impact in other ways, as well. A history of state-sponsored violence to keep 
African-Americans in their ghettos cannot help but influence the present-day 
reluctance of many black families to integrate.

Today, when facially race-neutral housing or redevelopment policies have a dis-
parate impact on African-Americans, that impact is inextricably intertwined with 
the state-sponsored system of residential segregation that we established.

 Miseducating Our Youth

Reacquainting ourselves with that history is a step toward confronting it. When 
knowledge of that history becomes commonplace, we will conclude that Parents 
Involved was wrongly decided by the Supreme Court in 2007: Louisville, Seattle 
and other racially segregated metropolitan areas not only have permission, but a 
constitutional obligation to integrate.

But this obligation cannot be fulfilled by school districts alone. As noted above, 
in some small cities, and in some racial border areas, some racial school integra-
tion can be accomplished by adjusting attendance zones, establishing magnet 
schools, or offering more parent–student choice. This is especially true—but only 
temporarily—where neighborhoods are in transition, either from gradual urban 
gentrification, or in first-ring suburbs to which urban ghetto populations are being 
displaced. These school integration policies are worth pursuing, but generally, our 
most distressed ghettos are too far distant from truly middle-class communities for 
school integration to occur without racially explicit policies of residential desegre-
gation. Many ghettos are now so geographically isolated from white suburbs that 
voluntary choice, magnet schools, or fiddling with school attendance zones can no 
longer enable many low-income black children to attend predominantly middle 
class schools (Rothstein & Santow, 2012).

Instead, narrowing the achievement gap will also require housing desegre-
gation, which history also shows is not a voluntary matter but a constitutional 
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necessity—involving policies like voiding exclusionary zoning, placing scattered 
low and moderate income housing in predominantly white suburbs, prohibiting 
landlord discrimination against housing voucher holders, and ending federal subsi-
dies for communities that fail to reverse policies that led to racial exclusion.

We will never develop the support needed to enact such policies if policymakers 
and the public are unaware of the history of state-sponsored residential segregation. 
And we are not doing the job of telling young people this story, so that they will 
support more integration-friendly policies in the future. Elementary and secondary 
school curricula typically ignore, or worse, misstate this story. For example:

•	 In over 1,200 pages of McDougal Littell’s widely used high-school textbook, 
The Americans (Danzer, de Alva, Krieger, Wilson, & Woloch, 2007, p. 494), a 
single paragraph is devoted to twentieth-century “Discrimination in the North.” 
It devotes one passive-voice sentence to residential segregation, stating that 
“African Americans found themselves forced into segregated neighborhoods,” 
with no further explanation of how public policy was responsible.

•	 Another widely used textbook, Prentice Hall’s United States History (Lapanksy-
Werner, Levy, Roberts, & Taylor, 2010, pp. 916–917), also attributes 
segregation to mysterious forces: “In the North, too, African Americans faced 
segregation and discrimination. Even where there were no explicit laws, de facto 
segregation, or segregation by unwritten custom or tradition, was a fact of life. 
African Americans in the North were denied housing in many neighborhoods.”

•	 History Alive! (Alavosus, 2008, p. 423), a popular textbook published by the 
Teachers’ Curriculum Institute, teaches that segregation was only a Southern 
problem: “Even New Deal agencies practiced racial segregation, especially in 
the South,” failing to make any reference to what Ira Katznelson, in his 2013 
Fear Itself, describes as FDR’s embrace of residential segregation nationwide in 
return for Southern support of his economic policies.

Avoidance of our racial history is pervasive and we are ensuring the persistence of 
that avoidance for subsequent generations. For the public and policymakers, relearn-
ing our racial history is a necessary step because remembering this history is the 
foundation for an understanding that aggressive policies to desegregate metropolitan 
areas are not only desirable, but a constitutional obligation. Without fulfilling this 
obligation, substantially narrowing the achievement gap, or opening equal educa-
tional opportunity to African-Americans, will remain a distant and unreachable goal.
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In U.S. society, space within metropolitan areas, divided by invisible school  
district boundary lines and attendance boundary lines within many districts, 
defines and perpetuates separate and unequal worlds of opportunity. Decisions 
made long ago have created lines of profound and lasting difference, lines now 
built into public images of communities and school systems and their related hous-
ing markets. Simply reading the real estate ads in any Sunday newspaper is suf-
ficient to convey that school districts and school attendance areas within school 
districts are used for advertising because districts and schools are viewed as 
important assets that people will pay to obtain if they have the money to do so. 
Sometimes districts or schools are clearly capitalized into the value of the home 
(Kane, Staiger, & Samms, 2003). In other words, geography matters and boundary 
lines matter a lot (Carter & Welner, 2013; Clotfelter, 2004). Curiously, the concern 
of middle-class families to live within certain district or school boundary lines is 
omitted, almost entirely, from discussions of opportunity for poor and non-white 
children. Recognizing the link between geography and opportunity was a central 
goal during the desegregation era but has been systematically neglected in the past 

J.B. Ayscue (*) · G. Orfield 
University of California, Los Angeles, 8370 Math Sciences, 951521,  
Los Angeles, CA 90095–1521, USA
e-mail: jayscue@ucla.edu

G. Orfield 
e-mail: orfield@gmail.com

This chapter is adapted from Ayscue, J. B., & Orfield, G. (2015). School district lines stratify edu-
cational opportunity by race and poverty. Race and Social Problems, 7(1), 5–20. Springer New 
York.



46 J.B. Ayscue and G. Orfield

three decades (Mickelson, Smith, & Nelson, 2015). This analysis seeks to rein-
troduce the issue of boundary lines to the policy discourse by exploring the rela-
tionship between fragmentation—the degree to which metropolitan areas are split 
into many separate school districts—and segregation. Our central analysis revolves 
around the question: How are different school district structures related to pat-
terns of school segregation? This chapter urges consideration of spatial segrega-
tion and school districting systems as fundamental barriers to equity.

Beginning with President Reagan in the 1980s, Americans have focused on 
individual-level education policies affecting students and teachers (Sunderman, 
2009). The challenges have been to find ways to make students study harder 
and learn more, as measured by test scores, and to hold their schools and teach-
ers accountable if they do not (Logan, Minca, & Adar, 2012). If that fails—and it 
failed spectacularly in No Child Left Behind—then the back-up policy is to pro-
vide individual leaders with public school funds to create semiprivate schools, 
which are intended to be better than traditional public schools because individuals 
created them outside of educational systems and individual families are afforded a 
choice about where to go to school (Roda & Wells, 2013). However, ensuring an 
opportunity for students in inferior, segregated schools to choose to enroll in other 
districts is ignored by most choice advocates (Orfield & Frankenberg, 2013b).

This dominant ideology, which has now been embraced for more than three 
decades by both Republican and Democratic administrations, has downplayed the 
importance of structural forces related to educational inequality, forces that affect 
entire groups of people and are systematically linked to unequal opportunity and 
outcomes (Rothstein, 2004). Race and class are dimensions of inequality which 
were central to the educational reforms of the mid-twentieth century, and which 
almost always are significant in empirical analyses of American schools. Another 
dimension, which has received less attention, is geographic space.

This chapter provides an overview of the history of metropolitan development 
and two theoretical perspectives on the consequences of metropolitan organiza-
tion. We then highlight legal developments affecting district structures in metro-
politan areas, the relationship between-district boundaries and segregation, and 
the significance of segregation in limiting educational opportunities and outcomes. 
After explaining our data and methods, we analyze enrollment and segrega-
tion trends in the public schools of North Carolina, Virginia, New York, and New 
Jersey and the main metropolitan areas of each state. We conclude with a discus-
sion of key findings, suggestions for future research, and policy recommendations.

 Literature Review

The organization of metropolitan areas has consequences for the everyday expe-
riences of residents as well as the future success of communities. In addition to 
the structure of metropolitan areas, several key legal decisions have influenced the 
ways in which school districts create boundary lines and pursue desegregation. 
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The structure of school districts can either facilitate desegregation efforts or add 
further challenges to achieving desegregation, as can be seen in North Carolina, 
Virginia, New York, and New Jersey. The differences in school district structure 
are important because of the educational consequences that are associated with 
segregated schooling.

 Development of Metropolitan Areas and Educational 
Institutions

American municipal and educational institutions were formed generations ago in a 
predominantly rural society with many small communities separated by distances 
too long to walk. In our oldest states, many communities formed before the United 
States became a nation and their boundaries have been set for generations. As the 
country became a nation of metropolitan areas, often encompassing dozens of 
these small communities, the metropolitan areas found ways to cooperate in many 
sectors, including transportation, water, and sewer systems, as well as in environ-
mental controls, business promotion, and agencies running parks, museums, sports 
facilities, and many other institutions. However, in most metropolitan areas, school 
district lines remain untouched and school systems operate as independent villages 
disconnected from the rest of the metro. This is also true for housing, zoning, and 
land use policies that are fundamental to the social stratification of metropolitan 
areas and their school districts. In the absence of school desegregation plans or 
voluntary cooperation among independent school districts, housing patterns deter-
mine educational opportunity. Recent studies of two intensely segregated states 
have confirmed that housing remains highly stratified by race and class.1 Housing 
patterns and lines on maps define two separate worlds of great educational privi-
lege and greatly diminished opportunity.

After World War II, there was a reform movement in American education, the 
“school consolidation movement,” which sought to eliminate thousands of school 
districts that were too small to offer adequate curricula and professional staffs. 
Between 1939 and 2006, 88 % of the nation’s school districts disappeared, declin-
ing in number from 117,108 to 13,862 districts and making the basic units suffi-
ciently large, for example, to support a comprehensive high school (Duncombe & 
Yinger, 2010). No such movement, however, affected urban and suburban commu-
nities in most of the nation’s states.2 As the differentiation of the metropolitan 

1Recent reports analyzing the states with the most severe segregation of blacks (New York) and 
Latinos (California) found clear relationships with residential segregation (Kucsera & Orfield, 
2014; Orfield & Ee, 2014).
2North Carolina was a notable exception where there was a long-lasting state policy strongly 
supporting consolidation of districts within a given county. There have been consolidations in 
some Tennessee metros and in court decisions in metro Louisville, Kentucky, and Wilmington, 
Delaware.
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areas intensified, so too did the differences among their small, almost neighbor-
hood-based school districts. Those with costly housing and restrictive housing and 
zoning policies had the best prepared students and teachers and the most educated 
and affluent parents, usually from overwhelmingly white families. The preserva-
tion of this fragmented system of school districts in metropolitan areas has become 
a basic mechanism for perpetuating educational and social inequality in the United 
States.

In American law, it is illegal to treat students differently on the basis of their 
race but legal and normal to treat heavily white and affluent schools and districts 
differently from those serving areas of concentrated non-white residence and more 
poverty.3 Since this differentiation is legal and well known, especially by white 
and Asian families, it creates an intense demand for what many parents see as 
ways to transfer intergenerational advantages to their children. That drives up the 
cost of housing in privileged areas and makes those areas even more exclusive and 
inaccessible while other areas experience downward mobility (Kane, Riegg, & 
Staiger, 2006; Liebowitz & Page, 2015). All of these are facilitated by the use of 
test scores, which are directly related to family social class and often taken as 
objective measures of educational quality, furthering the cycle of deepening ine-
quality (Ladd & Fiske, 2011).

 Theoretical Perspectives on the Consequences  
of Metropolitan Organization

School districts’ success with desegregation and other issues is often supported or 
constrained by the metropolitan context in which the districts operate. Therefore, 
an understanding of the political and social organization of the metropolitan areas 
in which school districts exist is essential.

After World War II, as suburbanization was underway and cities became less 
dense, metropolitan development moved outward. Rusk (1999) contends that the 
current social, economic, and fiscal health of a metropolitan area is largely related 
to the city’s elasticity during this time. Some “elastic” cities were able to cap-
ture new growth through annexation or city-county consolidation. Most elastic 
cities are located in the South (e.g., Charlotte and Nashville) and the West (e.g., 
Albuquerque). On the other hand, “inelastic” cities, most of which are located in 
the Northeast (e.g., New York and Harrisburg) and Midwest (e.g., Cleveland and 
Detroit), were unable to capture new growth, leading instead to suburban sprawl 
and fragmented metropolitan areas. If a city’s growth was cut off long ago by 
fixed boundaries, it has no elasticity. Postwar elastic areas with expanding cities 
had higher rates of job creation and income growth, and the difference in income 

3San Antonio Independent School District v. Rodriguez, 411 U.S. 1 (1973) was the Supreme 
Court decision holding that there is no right to equal school resources in the U.S. Constitution.
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between residents of the city and suburbs was less substantial. Conversely, inelas-
tic cities lost middle-class households, businesses, retail shops, and factories to the 
suburbs, leaving many inelastic cities in financial crisis. Racial and economic seg-
regation was more pronounced in inelastic metropolitan areas. A city’s elasticity 
determines its level of fragmentation and has social and economic consequences 
for the metropolitan area, with inelasticity perpetuating segregation and inequality 
of opportunity between the city and suburban areas.

Moreover, Weiher (1991) argues that the thousands of invisible political lines 
that are used to delineate separate spaces in the United States become social 
boundaries, segregating people by race and class. The creation and maintenance 
of social boundaries occurs through two complementary processes: exclusion 
and recruitment. Exclusion occurs through zoning ordinances, discriminatory 
real estate practices, violence, hostility, and other mechanisms, all of which sort 
populations within metropolitan areas by prohibiting some populations, often 
racial groups, from residing in certain areas. However, exclusion alone does not 
account for enduring segregation by race and class. Weiher contends that politi-
cal boundary lines support the recruitment of selected populations into certain 
spaces because the boundary lines themselves are associated with information 
that makes it possible to identify particular places with specific populations and 
the characteristics (e.g., race, occupation, education, income, and socioeconomic 
status) and lifestyles of those populations. People use this information to match 
their preferences with the attributes of a place. Through the processes of exclusion 
and recruitment, political boundary lines become social boundary lines that sepa-
rate people by race and socioeconomic status and ultimately result in very differ-
ent social contexts for people living on different sides of boundary lines. Through 
the creation of political boundaries, distinct spaces into which people can be segre-
gated have also been created.

Together, Rusk and Weiher highlight the consequences that metropolitan 
organization has for residents living across boundary lines. Highly fragmented 
metropolitan areas have numerous political boundary lines that generate social 
boundaries and promote segregation. These boundaries become barriers that define 
separate and unequal opportunities, including inequitable access to high-quality 
integrated education.

 Legal Influence on Metropolitan Desegregation

Along with the structure of metropolitan areas, key legal decisions over the last 
60 years have influenced the ways in which school districts within a metropolitan 
area can pursue desegregation. In the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education decision, 
the Supreme Court declared segregated schools to be unconstitutional and inher-
ently unequal. This decision ushered in the era of school desegregation across the 
nation, beginning with token integration followed by more full compliance.
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In the 1971 Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education decision, 
the Supreme Court required that districts desegregate their schools to the greatest 
extent possible and approved busing as a tool for doing so. This case was influ-
ential across the country because it struck down race-neutral student assignment 
plans that produced segregation by relying on existing residential patterns of seg-
regation. In making this decision, the Supreme Court recognized the relationship 
between geography and opportunity and concluded that the former should not dic-
tate the latter.

However, in 1974, after the appointment of more conservative justices by 
President Nixon, the pivotal 5-4 Supreme Court decision in Milliken v. Bradley 
ruled against a metropolitan desegregation remedy for Detroit. The Court affirmed 
that local control of the suburbs around Detroit was more important than including 
the suburban school districts in the highly segregated metropolitan Detroit area in 
the remedy. This decision made metropolitan-wide desegregation more difficult to 
achieve unless it was voluntary because it required plaintiffs to show that individ-
ual suburbs were guilty of intentional discrimination, thus limiting the ability of 
predominantly non-white central city school districts to achieve desegregation by 
using interdistrict remedies that would cross district lines to include the suburbs.

Two years later, in Pasadena Board of Education v. Spangler (1976), the 
Supreme Court ruled that courts did not have to update desegregation plans as 
the communities’ demographics changed. Together, Milliken and Spangler cre-
ated strong barriers to urban school desegregation, making it difficult for commu-
nities to desegregate across metropolitan areas and allowing desegregation plans 
to become outdated when populations changed, as has occurred across the nation 
over the last several decades.

More recently, the Supreme Court of Connecticut ruled that district bound-
ary lines separating city and suburban school districts in Hartford led to racially 
segregated schools and therefore violated the state constitution’s guarantee of an 
equal education (Sheff v. O’Neill, 1996). In doing so, the court identified the met-
ropolitan area’s districting system as the fundamental problem in creating racial 
and socioeconomic isolation in Hartford. In response, the state legislature created 
a voluntary desegregation program that includes a regional magnet school system 
and an interdistrict transfer program.

 District Structures and Segregation

Given the consequences of boundary lines for metropolitan organization and the 
legal constraints on metropolitan-wide approaches to desegregation, it is not alto-
gether surprising that urban and suburban schools continue to enroll student bod-
ies that are racially distinct, particularly when metropolitan areas are fragmented 
(Table 1). Urban schools continue to educate a student body in which white stu-
dents are underrepresented and black and Hispanic students are overrepresented 
when compared to the nation’s enrollment. On the other hand, suburban schools 
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are more closely mirroring the nation’s enrollment, with more than half of their 
student bodies comprised of white students.

Although both urban and suburban schools are becoming more multiracial, 
there are still distinct differences between the experiences of students attending 
schools in each part of the metropolitan area unless they live in a metro that has 
one consolidated city-suburban school district.

Metropolitan-Wide Districts Facilitate Successful Desegregation. The major 
exceptions to these trends are the states where the basic unit of school organization 
is the county rather than the municipality. The county-wide structure tends to exist 
in states that were more rural states where urbanization occurred later and county 
government was historically more central. This can mean, for example, that city 
and suburban schools in an entire metropolitan area are largely or totally within 
one school district. When this is the case, the small communities are not separate 
worlds of educational policy but part of a single school district with metropoli-
tan-wide reach and systems of governance that reflect a much broader range of 
residents by race and class. In this circumstance, it becomes a central interest of 
all the major institutions to make the school system work (Mickelson et al., 2015; 
Orfield, 1996).

Some metropolitan areas, most of which are located in the South, implemented 
comprehensive city-suburban desegregation plans. In some cases, including North 
Carolina, state policies incentivized the consolidation of city and suburban dis-
tricts into school systems that would serve large parts of a metropolitan area as 
these metropolitan-wide school districts were believed to be more efficient and 
effective in providing strong educational programs (Orfield, 2001). Although the 
original intent of district consolidation was not to promote desegregation, the 
county-wide structure allowed for more extensive and comprehensive desegre-
gation by ensuring that, in many cases, county-wide districts were more diverse 
than they would have been if there had been separate city and county districts. It 
also meant that when desegregation efforts were underway, it was more difficult 
for white families to flee the desegregating schools to attend other nearby schools 
because all public schools in the metropolitan area were part of the same district 
and all were participating in the same desegregation efforts (Orfield, 2001; U.S. 
Commission on Civil Rights, 1977). Thus, when school districts cover entire 
metropolitan areas, they are often associated with more stably integrated schools 
(Orfield, 2001).

Table 1  Student enrollment by race and locale, 2010–2011

Source National Center for Education Statistics (2013). The condition of education 2013. 
Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education

White (%) Black (%) Hispanic (%) Asian (%)

All U.S. Schools 52 16 23 5

Urban Schools 30 25 34 7

Suburban Schools 54 14 23 6
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Fragmented Metropolitan Areas Associated with Segregation. However, 
because of the limitations on city-suburban desegregation that were created by 
Milliken, in most large metropolitan areas, metropolitan-wide districts have not 
been created. In these cases, the basic situation of municipalities and school districts 
within metropolitan areas is an unregulated competitive system with no incentives 
for cooperation on the part of the more powerful communities that possess abun-
dant resources and commanding market positions. The more powerful communi-
ties can use their zoning and land use powers as well as other development tools to 
continually build on their advantages and to exclude certain segments, such as low-
income families with children and less attractive residential, commercial, and indus-
trial development. Advantages create more advantages. In contrast, disadvantaged, 
non-white, and low-income communities have very little leverage (Danielson, 1976; 
Sager, 1969; Wachter, 1990). They often face a continuing loss of residential and 
commercial development and a decline in demand for housing and other facilities. 
Thus, there is less incentive to maintain property or protect their housing market 
from increasing concentrations of poor families who have limited taxable resources 
and many children needing schooling and other services. At their worst, these com-
munities can face a vicious cycle of continuing decay, disinvestment, and isolation 
in the lower income non-white sector of the housing market. These trends have 
notable impacts on the schools. There are no institutions with the responsibility to 
seek the common good of the larger community.

When districts are fragmented and boundary lines are drawn between city and 
suburban areas, school segregation patterns in urban and suburban districts often 
differ, with more students of color attending intensely segregated schools in urban 
districts than in suburban districts (Orfield & Frankenberg, 2008). A recent case 
study of Birmingham, Alabama, found that the growing number of separate school 
districts in the metropolitan area had the same stratifying effect as earlier laws that 
had mandated racial segregation (Frankenberg, 2009). For the last several decades, 
the majority of segregation has occurred and continues to occur between school 
districts rather than between schools within the same district (Bischoff, 2008; 
Clotfelter, 2004), demonstrating the significant impact of district boundary lines 
and fragmentation in segregating students.

County-Wide Districts in North Carolina and Virginia; Fragmentation 
in New York and New Jersey. Unless there is a violation of the federal consti-
tution and laws, school districting is a power of state governments. In general, 
metropolitan areas in the Northeast and Midwest have higher levels of school dis-
trict fragmentation than those in the West and South, where school districts are 
less fragmented (Bischoff, 2008). These differences are similar to differences in 
municipal fragmentation, with Northeastern states having more separate, inde-
pendent municipalities.

North Carolina is a particularly interesting case in this regard since it has had 
a strong policy incentivizing consolidation into county-wide school districts that 
began before the desegregation era and has continued to the present. In 1960, the 
Charlotte City and Mecklenburg County districts merged and during the 1975–76 
academic year, both city and county school boards in Wake County voted in favor 
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of unifying the systems (Douglas, 1995; Grant, 2011). In 1992, city and county 
schools in Durham merged, and the next year, Guilford County Schools also 
merged its city and county systems. At present, of North Carolina’s 100 counties, 
only 15 city districts have not yet merged with the 11 counties in which they are 
located to form a consolidated county-wide district. Virginia has a different history 
in which cities are not part of, but separate from, counties, but the state schools are 
largely organized at the county level. A noteworthy exception occurs in metropoli-
tan Richmond where urban and suburban districts remain separate (Ryan, 2010). 
In 1972, a federal district court ordered Richmond City to merge with the city’s 
two neighboring suburban districts—Henrico and Chesterfield—but the decision 
was overturned by the Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals and this ruling was later 
upheld by the Supreme Court (Bradley v. Richmond School Board, 1974).

Outside of the South, county-wide school districts are far less common. In New 
Jersey, the 1971 Jenkins v. Morris Township ruling authorized the state commis-
sioner of education to mandate the crossing of school district boundary lines if 
needed to achieve racial balance. Consequently, in 1973, the urban school dis-
trict in Morristown was forced to merge with the suburban white school district 
in Morris Township. However, soon after this merger occurred, the commissioner 
of education lost his job and subsequent commissioners did not support regional 
efforts; therefore, other urban districts across New Jersey failed to merge with sur-
rounding suburban districts. Similarly, past efforts at district consolidation in New 
York have been unsuccessful. For example, in 1969, the state education commis-
sioner’s proposals for merging and consolidating several districts in Long Island 
were rejected, and in 2002, there was strong opposition to the Rochester mayor’s 
suggestion of a county-wide school district. Aside from a small voluntary transfer 
plan in Rochester, there are no regional policies in New York, which now has the 
nation’s highest level of segregation for black students (Kucsera & Orfield, 2014).

 Inequality of Educational Opportunities and Outcomes 
Related to Segregation

Because of the ways in which school district structures are related to segregation, 
these structures have important educational consequences for students. Decades 
of social science research demonstrate that racially desegregated schools have a 
variety of benefits for students, including improved academic outcomes, improved 
near-term intergroup relations, and advantageous long-term effects (Linn & 
Welner, 2007; Mickelson & Nkomo, 2012). Conversely, segregated schools are 
systematically linked to unequal educational opportunities and outcomes.

Benefits of Desegregation. The academic effects of racially integrated learning 
environments are positive for students of all races. Students of color achieve at higher 
levels in racially diverse schools than in segregated schools (Borman et al., 2004; 
Hallinan, 1998). For white students attending racially diverse schools, there is no cor-
responding detrimental impact on academic achievement (Crain & Mahard, 1983).



54 J.B. Ayscue and G. Orfield

Based on intergroup contact theory, Pettigrew and Tropp’s (2006) meta-anal-
ysis of more than 500 studies confirms that increased contact between mem-
bers of different groups can have positive impacts on all groups by reducing 
prejudice, negative attitudes, and stereotypes while at the same time increasing 
friendships among members of different groups. In examining school settings in 
particular, Tropp and Prenovost (2008) found that intergroup contact theory oper-
ates similarly in schools as it does in other environments. These positive impacts 
are enhanced when four optimal conditions exist: equal status within the con-
tact situation, cooperation toward mutually valued goals, opportunity for people 
to get to know each other as individuals, and the support of relevant authorities 
(Allport, 1954).

Further, desegregated schooling has positive long-term effects. Research based 
on perpetuation theory shows that segregation repeats itself across various stages 
of life. When individuals have early and sustained experiences in desegregated 
schools, they are more likely to live and work in desegregated environments later 
in life (Braddock & McPartland, 1989; Wells & Crain, 1994). Racially diverse 
schools are beneficial not only to individuals but also to communities and soci-
ety. In the long term, students who attended integrated schools have high levels 
of civic engagement (Kurlaender & Yun, 2005). These benefits of diverse schools 
provide the foundation for social cohesion in multiethnic, democratic societies, 
such as the United States (Mickelson & Nkomo, 2012).

Harms of Segregation. On the other hand, segregated, predominantly non-
white schools tend to be schools of concentrated poverty that are systematically 
linked to unequal educational opportunities and outcomes (Orfield & Ee, 2014; 
Orfield & Lee, 2005). Opportunities for students at non-white segregated schools 
are often limited by a variety of insufficient resources. Segregated schools tend 
to have fewer experienced and less qualified teachers (Clotfelter, Ladd, & Vigdor, 
2005; Jackson, 2009) as well as high levels of teacher turnover (Clotfelter, Ladd, 
& Vigdor, 2010). In addition, the student enrollment at segregated schools is less 
stable (Rumberger, 2003). Segregated schools tend to have inadequate facilities 
and learning materials as well as fewer curricular options, such as advanced place-
ment courses (Yun & Moreno, 2006). Consequently, it is not surprising that the 
outcomes for students who attend non-white segregated schools are worse than for 
students who attend desegregated schools, including lower academic performance 
(Mickelson, Bottia, & Lambert, 2013; Mickelson & Heath, 1999) and higher drop-
out rates (Balfanz & Legters, 2004; Swanson, 2004).

This study explores the relationship between fragmentation—the degree to 
which a metropolitan area is divided into many separate school districts—and seg-
regation by race and poverty. We hypothesize that higher levels of fragmentation 
will be associated with higher levels of segregation.
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 Methods4

 Data Source

Our data comes from the National Center for Education Statistics, Common Core 
of Data (NCES CCD), Public Elementary/Secondary School Universe Survey, and 
Local Education Agency Universe Survey. NCES is a reliable data source that uses 
an annual survey to collect the federal government’s enrollment figures for all pub-
lic elementary and secondary schools and school districts. Our analysis uses race/
ethnicity data and free and reduced-price lunch (FRL) data as measures of poverty 
from the 1989–1990, 1999–2000, and 2010–2011 school years.

 Sample

We explore enrollment and segregation trends between 1989 and 2010 in the pub-
lic schools of four states—New York, New Jersey, North Carolina, and Virginia—
and the main metropolitan areas in each state. This chapter is part of a larger, 
in-depth study by The Civil Rights Project analyzing school segregation in states 
along the East Coast from Maine to North Carolina. From this larger project, we 
selected these four states for further analysis because state policies regarding met-
ropolitan consolidation and desegregation and the subsequent levels of fragmenta-
tion in the two Southern states are quite different from that of the two Northern 
states. North Carolina and Virginia have substantially larger, more consolidated 
public school districts than New York and New Jersey, which have highly frag-
mented district structures. In 2010–2011, New York’s districts had an average stu-
dent enrollment of 3,856 students and New Jersey’s districts enrolled an average 
of 2,282 students. On the other end of the spectrum, Virginia and North Carolina’s 
districts enrolled an average of two to five times more students. Virginia’s dis-
tricts had an average enrollment of 9,234 students and North Carolina’s districts 
enrolled an average of 12,592 students. In addition, the racial composition of pub-
lic school enrollment was similar in all four states, thus allowing for an informa-
tive comparison of the relationship between fragmentation and segregation. In 
2010–2011, the non-white portion of public school enrollment was 48 % in New 
Jersey, 50 % in New York, 47 % in North Carolina, and 46 % in Virginia. There 
was more variation in the share of students eligible for FRL: 33 % in New Jersey, 
48 % in New York, 50 % in North Carolina, and 37 % in Virginia.

We used the 1999 metropolitan statistical area (MSA) definitions for the metropoli-
tan area base. The MSA is used as the unit of analysis rather than the district because 
the MSA reflects the overall demographic changes and housing conditions more accu-
rately than the district. Within each of the four states, the main MSAs—those enrolling 

4The authors gratefully acknowledge the assistance of John Kucsera in data collection and analysis.
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more than 100,000 students in 1989—are included in our analysis. To make these areas 
geographically comparable over time, we matched and aggregated enrollment counts 
for MSAs with the current definitions of Core-Based Statistical Areas (CBSAs). We 
then applied 2010 boundary codes to all years. Although some metropolitan boundaries 
span two or more states, we restricted the analysis for each metropolitan area to schools 
within the specified state. For example, our analysis of the Charlotte–Gastonia–Rock 
Hill MSA is restricted to the portions of the metro that are located in North Carolina 
and does not include any schools located in South Carolina. North Carolina and 
Virginia’s metros have larger (2.5–25 times larger), more comprehensive school dis-
tricts, ranging in size from 14,000 to 40,000 students in 2010–2011 (Fig. 1). New York 
and New Jersey’s main metropolitan areas are more fragmented with smaller districts 
that enroll an average of 1,600–5,400 students. The non-white portion of student enroll-
ment ranges from 21 to 65 %.

 Measures

We measure fragmentation by calculating the average number of students per dis-
trict at the state and metropolitan levels. The segregation analyses consist of three 
measures of school segregation over time: exposure/isolation, concentration, and 
evenness. In order to identify trends in segregation over the last 20 years, we ana-
lyze these measures at three time points: 1989–1990, 1999–2000, and 2010–2011.
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Fig. 1  Average student enrollment per district, 2010–2011. Note Total number of districts for 
each metropolitan area: Northern and Central New Jersey = 403; Southern New Jersey = 171; 
Albany = 53; Buffalo = 39; New York = 325; Rochester = 58; Syracuse = 44; Charlotte = 7; 
Raleigh–Durham = 8; Greensboro = 11; Norfolk = 11; Richmond = 13; Northern Virginia = 16
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Exposure and isolation are inversely related indices that describe the racial and 
socioeconomic composition of schools that the typical member of a given racial 
group attends. Exposure and isolation are calculated by computing the percent of 
a specified group of students (e.g., white students) who attend the same school as 
a particular student (e.g., Latino student) in a larger geographical area and find-
ing the average of these results. Exposure refers to the degree of potential contact 
between the typical student of one racial group and other members of a different 
group, while isolation refers to the degree of potential contact between the typ-
ical student of one racial group and other members of the same group (Massey 
& Denton, 1988). In our analysis, we explore exposure by race and poverty (as 
measured by FRL) and isolation by race. Both measures range from 0 to 1. Higher 
exposure values and lower isolation values indicate greater integration, while 
lower exposure values and higher isolation values indicate greater segregation.

Concentration measures the proportion of non-white students in a school. We 
identify three categories of non-white segregated schools: (1) majority non-white 
schools, which enroll 50–100 % non-white students; (2) intensely segregated 
schools, which enroll 90–100 % non-white students; and (3) apartheid schools, 
which enroll 99–100 % non-white students. Non-white students include black, 
Latino, Asian, and American Indian students. We also measure the proportion of 
low-income students in each type of non-white segregated school.

Evenness refers to the extent to which members of a group are evenly distributed 
across schools in a larger geographic area. This measure identifies the proportion of 
students of a particular race that would need to move to a different school in order 
to achieve an even distribution of students by race (Massey & Denton, 1988). We 
use Theil’s entropy index of multigroup segregation, H, to measure the evenness of 
multiple racial groups (Reardon & Firebaugh, 2002). H ranges from 0 to 1. A score 
of 0.40–1.00 indicates extreme segregation, 0.25–0.40 indicates high segregation, 
0.10–0.25 indicates moderate segregation, and 0.00–0.10 indicates low segregation 
(Reardon & Yun, 2002–2003). For example, a score of 0.25 would indicate that the 
average school is 25 % less diverse than the metropolitan area as a whole.

Together, measures of exposure, concentration, and evenness provide a nuanced 
description of the nature of school segregation at the state and metropolitan levels 
(Orfield, Siegel-Hawley, & Kucsera, 2014).

 Results

Our results are divided into two sections. We begin with an analysis of state-level 
data and then turn to metropolitan-level data. In each section, we explore enroll-
ment and segregation.
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 Similar Racial Compositions in North Carolina,  
Virginia, New Jersey, and New York

Public school enrollment is becoming more multiracial, but in 2010, white stu-
dents still accounted for just over half of the enrollment in all four states (Fig. 2). 
In New Jersey and New York, Latino students accounted for the second largest 
share of enrollment (22 %), and in North Carolina and Virginia, black students 
comprised the second largest share (24–26 %). While these differences are impor-
tant, the overall level of non-white students in each of the four states is similar, 
allowing for an informative comparison of segregation patterns of non-white stu-
dents from white students in these four states.

 Black and Latino Students Exposed to Smaller Shares 
of White Students and White Students More Isolated in 
Fragmented States

The typical black and Latino students in Virginia and North Carolina are exposed 
to larger shares of white students than in New York and New Jersey (Fig. 3). In 
each state, the typical black student is exposed to the smallest share of white stu-
dents, although the typical black student’s exposure to white students is more lim-
ited in New York (17 %) and New Jersey (24 %) than in Virginia (36 %) and North 
Carolina (35 %). A similar pattern of more limited exposure to white students 
exists for Latino students in New York and New Jersey while Latino students in 
the less fragmented states of Virginia and North Carolina, while still underexposed 
to white students, are exposed to larger shares of white students.

In addition to higher levels of segregation for black and Latino students in the two 
more fragmented Northern states, the typical white student in New York and New 

52.2 50.2 53.2 54.2

16.3 18.5
26.4 24.0

9.1 8.2

2.5 6.0

21.6 22.0 12.6 11.4

0.8 1.1 5.2 4.4

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

New Jersey New York North Carolina Virginia

% Other

% Latino

% Asian

% Black

% White

Fig. 2  Public School Enrollment by Race 2010–2011. Note Other includes American Indian and 
two or more races



59Perpetuating Separate and Unequal Worlds of Educational …

Jersey is more isolated with other white students (72–78 %) than the typical white 
student in Virginia and North Carolina who attends a school with 66 % white peers.

Gaps in exposure to white students compared to the overall share of white 
enrollment are larger in New Jersey and New York than in North Carolina and 
Virginia. In New York, there is a 61 percentage point gap between white isola-
tion with white classmates and black exposure to white classmates and in New 
Jersey, the gap is 48 % points. On the other hand, at 31 % points, the gap is much 
smaller in both Virginia and North Carolina. A similar trend, though to a lesser 
extent, exists for Latino students in all the four states. These gaps indicate a dis-
parate exposure to white students, with both the isolation of white students with 
other white peers and an underexposure of black and Latino students to white 
classmates. While there are gaps in all the four states, they are substantially larger 
in the two highly fragmented states of New York and New Jersey.

 Larger Racial Disparity in Exposure to Low-Income 
Students in More Fragmented States

Unlike the share of white students, which is relatively similar in all the four states, 
the share of low-income students in each of these four states has greater variation, 
ranging from 33 % in New Jersey to 50 % in North Carolina (Fig. 4). It is informa-
tive to explore disparities in exposure to low-income students by examining gaps 
between the exposure to low-income students of students of different races across 
the four states.

The gaps in exposure to low-income students are larger in New York and 
New Jersey than in North Carolina and Virginia. In New York, black and Latino 
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students are exposed to more than double the share of low-income students than 
white students are, and in New Jersey they are exposed to more than three times 
as many low-income students. Although disparities exist in North Carolina and 
Virginia, they are much smaller. These gaps reveal a double segregation of stu-
dents by race and poverty, which is more extreme in the highly fragmented states 
than in those with less fragmentation.

 Larger Shares of Non-white Segregated Schools  
in More Fragmented States

There are substantially larger shares of intensely segregated and apartheid schools 
in New York and New Jersey, the states with highly fragmented districts, than in 
North Carolina and Virginia (Fig. 5). In North Carolina and Virginia, 6–10 % of 
schools are intensely segregated—enrolling 90–100 % non-white students—while 
19–30 % of schools are intensely segregated in New York and New Jersey. At 
a more extreme level, only 1 % of North Carolina and Virginia’s schools enroll 
99–100 % non-white students while closer to 10 % of New Jersey and New York’s 
schools are apartheid schools.

The share of intensely segregated schools is increasing in all the four states and 
the share of apartheid schools is increasing in all the states except North Carolina. 
However, in 2010, the share of both types of schools in North Carolina and 
Virginia was lower than the share of both types of schools in New York and New 
Jersey was even two decades ago.
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 Higher Statewide Levels of Multiracial Unevenness in  
More Fragmented States, Due to Unevenness Between 
Districts

The overall level of multiracial unevenness in New Jersey (0.35) and New York 
(0.42) is higher than in North Carolina (0.22) and Virginia (0.25), indicating that 
students in New Jersey and New York are more unevenly distributed across school 
districts by race than are students in North Carolina and Virginia (Fig. 6). New 
Jersey’s unevenness is considered high and New York’s is extreme. North Carolina 
and Virginia’s levels of unevenness are considered moderate.

When comparing the within- and between-district components of this overall 
measure of multiracial unevenness, segregation between districts accounts for the 
majority of the segregation in all the four states. However, the level of segrega-
tion between districts accounts for a greater proportion of unevenness in New 
Jersey and New York than it does in North Carolina and Virginia. The segregation 
between districts accounts for almost all (91 %) of the segregation in New Jersey. 
Accounting for 69 % of the segregation in New York, unevenness between districts 
is close to the level in Virginia (68 %) and higher than the level of between-district 
unevenness in North Carolina (55 %). This measure reveals that district boundary 
lines contribute to the majority of segregation in all the four states but to a greater 
extent in the more fragmented states, particularly New Jersey.

 Greater Variation in Racial Compositions of Metros  
in More Fragmented States

Each of the main metropolitan areas in North Carolina and Virginia enrolls a stu-
dent body with a racial composition that is relatively similar to the other main 
metros and to the overall composition of the state’s enrollment (Fig. 7). In the state 
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of New York, there are substantial differences between the racial composition of 
the enrollment in different metropolitan areas, with the New York metro enroll-
ing a smaller share of white students (35 %) and larger shares of black (22 %) and 
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Latino (31 %) students than the other four main metros in the state, where white 
students account for more than 70 % of the total enrollment. Southern New Jersey 
also enrolls a student body in which white students account for a larger share of 
the enrollment (58 %) than Northern and Central New Jersey (51 %) and the state 
as a whole (52 %).

 Larger Racial Disparities in Exposure to White Students  
in More Fragmented Metros

In all metropolitan areas, the typical black and Latino students are underexposed 
to white students and the typical white student is isolated with a disproportionately 
large share of other white peers (Table 2). However, the disparities in exposure to 
white students differ substantially between more fragmented metropolitan areas, 
which have larger disparities, and less fragmented areas with smaller disparities.

In 2010, in New Jersey and New York’s metros, the gap in exposure to white 
students between the typical white student and the typical Latino student ranges 
from 34 to 51 % points, indicating a large disparity between the racial composition 
of the typical Latino student’s school and that of the typical white student. While 
there is also a disparity in the metro areas of North Carolina and Virginia, it is 
smaller, ranging from 13 to 32 % points.

The pattern was similar for black students’ exposure to white students in 2010. 
The gap in exposure to white students between the typical white student and the 
typical black student was larger in almost all of New Jersey and New York’s met-
ros, ranging from a gap of 49–56 % points, than in the metros of North Carolina 
and Virginia, which had a gap of 17–38 % points. The one exception is Southern 
New Jersey where, at 35 % points, the gap between the typical black student’s 
exposure to white peers and the typical white student’s isolation with white peers 
was more similar to that of metros in North Carolina and Virginia. Overall, the 
different levels of disparity in exposure to white students indicate that the typical 
black and Latino students are more segregated in fragmented metropolitan areas 
than they are in less fragmented metros.

 Larger Racial Disparities in Exposure to Low-Income 
Students in More Fragmented Metros

Similar to the state-level data, there is considerable variation in the share of low-
income students across the metro areas, ranging from 27.4 % in Northern Virginia 
to 52.0 % in New York Metro (Table 3). In all metro areas, white students are 
exposed to the smallest share of low-income students, while black and Latino stu-
dents are exposed to larger shares of low-income students.
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Table 2  Isolation with and exposure to White students by race

White share 
of enrollment 
(%)

White 
isolation 
with white 
(%)

Black  
exposure to 
white (%)

Latino 
exposure 
to white 
(%)

Gap between 
white and 
black (%)

Gap 
between 
white and 
Latino (%)

Northern and Central NJ

1989–1990 65.1 84.0 20.4 27.6 63.6 56.4

1999–2000 59.5 79.3 20.4 27.7 58.9 51.6

2010–2011 50.7 72.0 19.5 25.6 52.5 46.4

Southern NJ

1989–1990 70.5 82.5 40.6 35.6 41.9 46.9

1999–2000 66.3 79.5 38.6 34.8 40.9 44.7

2010–2011 57.7 71.7 36.4 33.8 35.3 37.9

Albany–Schenectady–Troy

1989–1990 91.0 93.5 58.1 35.4

1999–2000 86.0 90.7 49.2 41.5

2010–2011 76.4 85.7 37.0 51.8 48.7 33.9

Buffalo–Niagara Falls

1989–1990 80.4 88.4 45.4 43

1999–2000 77.2 88.5 35.3 53.2

2010–2011 71.8 85.4 29.6 55.8

New York Metro

1989–1990 45.8 76.9 15.0 19.3 61.9 57.6

1999–2000 39.2 73.1 13.2 16.6 59.9 56.5

2010–2011 35.1 67.9 11.5 17.0 56.4 50.9

Rochester

1989–1990 80.0 89.4 38.1 51.3

1999–2000 77.1 89.1 30.9 58.2

2010–2011 70.5 84.3 28.8 39.5 55.5 44.8

Syracuse

1989–1990 89.1 92.3 59.6 32.7

1999–2000 86.5 91.5 49.1 42.4

2010–2011 78.5 87.6 35.8 51.8

Charlotte–Gastonia–Rock Hill

1989–1990 68.2 73.3 57.2 16.1

1999–2000 62.8 72.0 46.7 25.3

2010–2011 50.4 67.1 29.4 35.6 37.7 31.5

Raleigh–Durham–Chapel Hill

1989–1990 63.5 69.2 52.3 16.9

1999–2000 59.9 65.9 49.4 16.5

2010–2011 49.1 57.8 37.2 41.9 20.6 15.9

Greensboro–Winston Salem–High Point

1989–1990 72.7 78.3 57.5 20.8

1999–2000 64.8 76.3 41.6 34.7

(continued)
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The gaps in exposure to low-income students between black and white stu-
dents are larger in the more fragmented New Jersey and New York metros than in 
the less fragmented metros of North Carolina and Virginia. Richmond is the only 
exception to this pattern, but Richmond is also the most fragmented of the North 
Carolina and Virginia metros, having failed to merge the city and neighboring 
suburban districts. In all but one metro (Charlotte), the gaps in exposure to low-
income students between Latino and white students are larger in the more frag-
mented metros of New York and New Jersey than in North Carolina and Virginia’s 
less fragmented metros. The racial disparities in exposure to low-income students 
reveal that students in all metro areas experience a double segregation by both race 
and poverty, and these disparities are larger in the more fragmented metro areas.

 Largest Shares of Non-white Segregated Schools  
in Fragmented Metropolitan Areas

The New York metro has a much larger share of intensely segregated schools 
(46 %) and apartheid schools (19 %) than the other metropolitan areas in these four 
states. However, New York metro also enrolls a much larger share of non-white stu-
dents (65 %) so the concentration of non-white students within the metro’s schools 
must be interpreted within this context. The two New Jersey metros also have large 
shares of apartheid schools. In 2010, 8.5 % of Northern and Central New Jersey’s 
schools and 6.5 % of Southern New Jersey’s schools were apartheid schools.

Note Blank cells indicate that Latino students accounted for less than 5 % of the total enrollment, 
thus analyses were not calculated for those years

Table 2  (continued)

White share 
of enrollment 
(%)

White 
isolation 
with white 
(%)

Black  
exposure to 
white (%)

Latino 
exposure 
to white 
(%)

Gap between 
white and 
black (%)

Gap 
between 
white and 
Latino (%)

2010–2011 51.4 65.8 32.4 38.7 33.4 27.1

Norfolk–Virginia Beach–Newport News

1989–1990 57.2 66.1 43.5 22.6

1999–2000 52.5 63.1 38.8 24.3

2010–2011 43.8 56.0 30.0 43.5 26 12.5

Richmond–Petersburg

1989–1990 59.9 77.7 30.7 47

1999–2000 57.5 76.1 29.5 46.6

2010–2011 50.6 66.4 29.1 41.7 37.3 24.7

Northern VA

1989–1990 69.5 74.6 57.6 52.3 17 22.3

1999–2000 65.3 71.3 55.1 47.4 16.2 23.9

2010–2011 47.4 56.1 38.8 35.5 17.3 20.6
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Raleigh–Durham, Northern Virginia, Syracuse, and Albany have the small-
est shares of intensely segregated schools, accounting for less than 10 % of the 
schools in these four metros. In Raleigh–Durham and Northern Virginia, the small 
share of intensely segregated schools is likely related to county-wide districts. 
However, in Syracuse and Albany, it is likely related to the disproportionately 
large share of white students (79 % in Syracuse and 76 % in Albany) and corre-
spondingly small shares of non-white students in the metros. These two New York 
metros have the largest shares of white students and smallest shares of non-white 
students in our sample of metros; therefore, it is not unexpected that they would 
have small shares of intensely segregated schools.

 Higher Levels of Multiracial Unevenness in More 
Fragmented Metros, Due to Unevenness Between Districts

Total unevenness levels are higher in almost all of New Jersey and New York’s 
metros than in North Carolina and Virginia’s metros, indicating that the diver-
sity of the schools in New Jersey and New York’s metros is less similar to the 
diversity of the overall metro areas than in North Carolina and Virginia’s metros 
(Fig. 8). An exception occurs in Richmond, which is likely related to the failure of 
Richmond City Schools to consolidate with its two neighboring suburban districts; 
therefore, metro Richmond is more fragmented than the other metros represented 
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Fig. 8  Entropy index of multiracial unevenness, within and between school districts, by  
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in North Carolina and Virginia. The levels of unevenness in all the more frag-
mented metros of New Jersey and New York are considered high. The level of 
unevenness in the majority of the less fragmented metros in North Carolina and 
Virginia is considered moderate. Again, Richmond, a more fragmented metro 
within Virginia, is an exception, bordering on moderate-to-high unevenness.

The vast majority of the segregation in six of the seven New Jersey and New 
York metros is due to segregation between school districts: Northern and Central 
New Jersey (92 %), Southern New Jersey (92 %), Albany (97 %), Buffalo (83 %), 
Rochester (94 %), and Syracuse (91 %). In metro New York, unevenness between 
and within districts is more evenly split. Conversely, in most of North Carolina 
and Virginia’s metros, the majority of unevenness occurs within districts. In these 
less fragmented metros, unevenness between districts is less influential in contrib-
uting to overall levels of unevenness: Charlotte (35 %), Raleigh–Durham (40 %), 
Greensboro (38 %), and Northern Virginia (33 %). In Norfolk and Richmond, 
unevenness between and within districts is more evenly split. This data demon-
strates that in the more fragmented metro areas, districts’ overall level of diversity 
is less similar to that of the larger metro area and school district lines are largely 
responsible for this unevenness. On the other hand, in less fragmented metros, 
there are lower levels of overall unevenness, which is largely due to within-district 
segregation.

 Discussion

Our analysis reveals greater fragmentation in New York and New Jersey’s metro-
politan areas as well as racial compositions that are less similar to one another and 
to the racial composition of the state’s overall enrollment. The racial disparities 
in exposure to white students and the share of non-white segregated schools are 
larger in the more fragmented metropolitan areas. There are also larger disparities 
in exposure to low-income students by race in the more fragmented metropolitan 
areas. More fragmented metropolitan areas have higher levels of unevenness, most 
of which is due to an uneven distribution of students between school districts. In 
summary, in comparison to the less fragmented states, in the more highly frag-
mented states of New York and New Jersey, the typical black and Latino students 
are exposed to smaller shares of white students, the typical white student is more 
isolated with other white peers, there are greater disparities in exposure to low-
income students by race, the shares of intensely segregated and apartheid schools 
are substantially larger, and levels of multiracial unevenness are higher, with the 
majority due to unevenness between school districts. Although the measures can-
not determine cause, these results indicate that states and metropolitan areas with 
more fragmented district structures are associated with higher levels of segrega-
tion, thus confirming our hypothesis.

The data shows that segregation is becoming more extreme in fragmented areas 
but it is also present and increasing in all areas, including those with county-wide 
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districts. Our findings are consistent with patterns of intensifying segregation 
across the nation (Orfield & Frankenberg, 2014). Therefore, the responsibility 
for addressing segregation is not confined only to fragmented metropolitan areas. 
States and districts across the nation must adopt policies that seek to achieve 
racial diversity; without such explicit efforts, intensifying segregation is likely to 
continue. In fact, a recent study of four Southern metropolitan areas found that 
although consolidated city-suburban district structures provide more potential for 
integration to occur, in order to achieve desegregation, districts must also imple-
ment comprehensive and cohesive desegregation plans (Siegel-Hawley, 2014).

 Policy Implications

One approach for addressing segregation is developing and implementing multi-
factor, race-conscious student assignment policies. Berkeley, California, has suc-
cessfully maintained racially and socioeconomically desegregated schools through 
a controlled choice system that considers various characteristics such as income, 
educational attainment, and share of students of color in the neighborhood where 
the student resides (Frankenberg, 2013). Louisville adopted a similar approach 
after the Supreme Court struck down its race-conscious student assignment plan in 
2007. Berkeley and other school districts using multifactor, race-conscious student 
assignment policies have been able to devise policies that are successful in creat-
ing diverse schools while abiding by current legal constraints.

In the vast majority of situations, attempts to improve educational opportunities 
for students in urban districts while keeping students isolated from opportunities 
available in suburban districts have been unsuccessful. Rusk (1999) emphasizes 
that in order to improve the opportunities in central cities, metropolitan areas must 
not rely solely on efforts to address urban decline but such efforts must be comple-
mented with strong regional strategies. Several regional strategies to address met-
ropolitan fragmentation include interdistrict transfer programs, regional magnet 
schools, and consolidation. These approaches require cooperation across boundary 
lines and therefore might require considerable time to implement; however, they 
are essential for making boundaries and fragmentation less powerful by providing 
access to opportunities across district lines.

Interdistrict transfer programs encourage students to cross district bounda-
ries voluntarily and therefore create more diverse learning environments in spite 
of fragmented metropolitan areas. There are currently eight unique interdistrict 
transfer programs in the country that allow students from central city schools to 
transfer to suburban schools. Multiple positive outcomes are associated with 
these programs, including increased student achievement, improved racial atti-
tudes and growing acceptance, and better long-term outcomes (Wells, Warner, 
& Grzesikowski, 2013). The Metropolitan Council for Educational Opportunity 
(METCO), which was established in 1966 and is the longest running interdistrict 
transfer program, allows students from Boston to attend more than 30 suburban 
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districts. It has proven educational and long-term benefits (Eaton, 2001). However, 
funding for METCO has been historically unstable and demand for the program 
has exceeded its capacity (Eaton & Chirichigno, 2011). The consistent success of 
and persistent interest in METCO and other interdistrict transfer programs suggest 
that interdistrict transfer programs could be successful models for creating diverse 
schools in other fragmented metropolitan areas as well.

Connecticut serves as an example of another regional approach that incorpo-
rates both an interdistrict transfer program and regional magnet schools. Following 
the declaration of Hartford’s districting system as unconstitutional in Sheff, the 
state developed a system of regional magnet schools designed to desegregate stu-
dents across district lines (Cobb, Bifulco, & Bell, 2011). Additionally, the state 
expanded what had been an interdistrict transfer program in Hartford to also 
include the cities of New Haven and Bridgeport, subsidizing transportation and 
providing funding for receiving districts.

Finally, districts in fragmented metropolitan areas could consider consoli-
dating multiple districts to form larger, metropolitan-wide districts. There are 
numerous successful examples of district consolidation, including Louisville and 
Jefferson County, Kentucky, which merged in 1976, Raleigh and Wake County, 
North Carolina, which merged in 1976, and Chattanooga and Hamilton County, 
Tennessee, which merged more recently in 1997. Jefferson County Public Schools 
is a particularly interesting example because its voluntary student assignment 
policy was declared unconstitutional in Parents Involved in Community Schools 
(2007). Rather than giving up on the goal of diversity following the ruling, this 
county-wide district modified its policy and continues to implement a voluntary, 
multifactor student assignment plan to promote racial diversity across the metro 
(Orfield & Frankenberg, 2013a; Phillips, Rodosky, Munoz, & Larsen, 2009).

 Limitations and Future Research Directions

New Jersey, New York, North Carolina, and Virginia are illustrative examples that 
allow us to explore the problems associated with fragmentation and segregation. 
A detailed national analysis of fragmentation and segregation is beyond the scope 
of this exploratory project; therefore, we cannot be certain that these four states 
are representative of the other 46 states and results should not be overgeneralized. 
Further analysis of fragmentation and segregation at the national level or using dif-
ferent states and metropolitan areas for comparison would serve as a complement 
to this study. We also encourage future research to conceptualize and explore alter-
native ways of measuring fragmentation.

Fragmentation is one mechanism related to segregation. Additional factors are 
also likely related to segregation patterns in these four states, such as residential 
segregation and racial steering in real estate markets, student assignment policies, 
desegregation orders, legal constraints, and migration patterns. This analysis dem-
onstrates the relationship between fragmentation and segregation, but does not 
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assert that fragmentation causes segregation as the measures employed cannot be 
used to identify causation.

Future research might also underscore the significance of the problem of frag-
mentation and segregation by examining the relationships between segregation and 
academic achievement, short-term outcomes, and long-term outcomes within the 
context of fragmentation.

 Conclusion

The time is long past for trying to provide equal education to children in our frag-
mented metropolitan areas within a structure that builds in, perpetuates, and mul-
tiplies inequalities. We need to move toward cooperation, federation, and even 
unified metropolitan institutions of school governance. It is clear that less frag-
mented metropolitan school districts have been the most successful not only in 
achieving lasting diversity but also in avoiding the precipitous decline and virtual 
destruction that has been inflicted on a number of highly impoverished, virtually 
all non-white central city systems.
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 Introduction

Although Americans have been quick to condemn the apartheid system of South 
Africa, they have been slow to recognize the consequences of institutionalized 
racial segregation in their own backyards. South Africa’s racial caste system draws 
parallels to Jim Crow segregation faced by African-Americans in the deep south—
in both instances Blacks and Whites had separate schools, buses, education, hous-
ing, and health care—and economic opportunities available to Black and Brown 
communities were vastly different than those available to Whites. Moreover, 
even though South African apartheid was dismantled in the 1990s, and Jim Crow 
was legally abolished by the Civil Rights Act (1964) and the Voting Rights Act 
(1965), many view segregation as a remnant of a racist past, one that is fading 
progressively over time. Few, however, recognize that America is still a segregated 
society, and even fewer appreciate the continued perseverance of Black/Brown 
“separateness” or the degree to which it is maintained by modern institutional 
arrangements and individual actions.
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The topic of racial segregation, or “American Apartheid”—as coined by Massey 
and Denton (1993)—has all but disappeared from the public dialogue; it is gone 
from the list of issues on political platforms; and is dismissed by most researchers 
who continue to hurl endless deficit theories like the “culture of poverty” at low 
income and communities of color. Segregation has woven itself seamlessly into 
all aspects of our daily lives and in doing so has become the forgotten footnote of 
American race relations. The twenty-first century racial reality is that until political 
leaders, decision-makers, researchers, and everyday people recognize and make vis-
ible the crucial role of America’s own apartheid-like system in perpetuating urban 
poverty and racial injustice, the United States will remain racially divided between 
the rich and the poor, the eco haves and have nots, and the healthy and the sick.

Fifty years of social-science research has documented the relationships between 
racially and economically isolated neighborhoods and employment, health, crime, 
and violence, educational outcomes, and a range of other factors. Researchers are 
now moving beyond descriptive relationships among race, space, place, and waste, 
and toward an understanding of the underlying causes and how they interact to 
have a cumulative impact. Conceptual frameworks including “eco-apartheid” 
(Akom, 2011a) examine the social, emotional, economic, and environmental man-
ifestations of structural racialization that limit Black and Brown communities from 
accessing key institutional resources and privileges that promote health and aca-
demic achievement. This holistic approach brings into view ways in which health 
and educational outcomes are systematically racialized—accumulating across 
institutional domains and concentrating poverty over time.

After persisting for more than five decades, apartheid in Black and Brown com-
munities will not be addressed by passing a few amendments or by implementing 
a medley of “red-tape” laden reforms. Apartheid is deeply entrenched in modern 
American society; manufactured by whites earlier in the century to isolate and 
control growing urban Black and Brown populations, it is maintained today by a 
set of institutions, attitudes, and practices that are deeply embedded in the struc-
ture of American life. As the recent grand-jury decisions in the Ferguson and Eric 
Garner police brutality cases highlight, in many ways conditions have worsened 
for Black and Brown communities and Apartheid has assumed ever greater impor-
tance as an institutional tool for propagating the consequences of racial oppres-
sion: crime, drugs, violence, illiteracy, poverty, despair, and their growing health, 
educational, environmental and economic costs not only for Black and Brown 
communities, but for the country as a whole.

 Resistance, Agency, and Political Contestation: Using Civic 
Technology to Combat “American Apartheid”

This chapter aims to highlight the ways that low income and communities of color are 
combating “American Apartheid” by using technology—particularly the ways in which 
American Apartheid impacts access to healthy food and educational achievement. In 
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section one, we place the need for food justice—access to nutritious, affordable, cultur-
ally appropriate food—in the context of structural racialization, racial formation, and 
racialized geographies. In section two, we describe some of the innovative ways that 
low income and communities of color are fighting back by using technology and Youth 
Participatory Action Research (YPAR) to engage youth in community planning and 
health promotion. In section three, we introduce an innovative mobile technology tool 
called Streetwyze—which utilizes data visualization, mapping, and crowd-sourcing to 
increase community engagement and shed light on how the food ecosystem has been 
shaped by institutionalized racism. We conclude by demonstrating how food apartheid 
serves as a theoretical and political bridge between scholarship and activism on school-
ing, sustainability, educational achievement, and environmental justice.

Long before the Brown decision, race was, and remains, a powerful organiz-
ing feature of American social life. All across the United States, racial ideologies 
operate politically, legally, and socially to limit Black people/people of color’s 
access to economic, educational, and environmental resources (Bonilla-Silva, 
2001; Bullard, 1990; Corburn, 2005; Freudenburg, 2005; Pulido, 2000). We sug-
gest that efforts to eliminate well-established racial disparities must consider the 
historical relationships between food apartheid—which we define as the structural, 
political, and experiential limits on the availability of nutritious, healthy, afford-
able, and culturally appropriate foods, and/or limited or uncertain access to food—
and health and educational outcomes. We present evidence that outlines how food 
apartheid is an important cause of racial disparities in health and education, one 
that (1) influences access to institutional resources and privileges that promote 
health, and (2) influences educational outcomes (Link & Phelan, 1995; Williams 
& Collins, 2001). Our conceptual framework draws from environmental sociology, 
public health, urban education, and decolonized research methodologies to exam-
ine the relationship between school desegregation, environmental inequality, struc-
tural racialization, and health and educational outcomes.

Drawing from previously published literature, food apartheid places the need 
for food justice—access to nutritious, affordable, culturally appropriate food—in 
the context of structural racialization, racial formation, and racialized geographies 
(Alkon & Nogaard, 2009; Omi & Winant, 2004). This concept of food apartheid 
brings the environmental justice emphasis on racial stratification to bear on the 
schooling and sustainability movement’s desire to demonstrate an association 
between nutrition, students’ academic performance, and food deserts—socially 
marginalized areas where residents have little or no access to healthy afford-
able food—and as a result, higher incidences of obesity, diabetes, morbidity, and 
mortality.

This chapter is focused on the city of Oakland, California; however, we also 
build on a larger body of work, situated in other racially segregated urban con-
texts. We argue that the concept of food justice can help the schooling and sus-
tainability movement move beyond several limitations of the place-based approach 
and meaningfully incorporate issues of race-based residential segregation, commu-
nity defense, social equity, and social justice into the lived experiences of ghetto 
formation, toxic waste, and academic achievement. Additionally, food justice may 
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help activists, teachers, community leaders, and policymakers working on food 
security inside and outside of schools to better understand the institutionalized 
nature of denied access to healthy foods and the important role that community-
based organizations can play in transforming food deserts into food oases— com-
munity defense tactics that community-based organizations like the Black Panther 
Party understood from the very beginning. The racial segregation that produces 
food apartheid and the community defense tactics used to resist are the subject of 
this chapter.

For over 50 years as the birthplace of the Black Panther Party and the Slow 
Food movement, California has come to embody the critical ways in which race 
and class shape sustainable food systems, community defense, and environmen-
tal change at the neighborhood level (Self, 2005). Youth Uprising, a community-
based organization in East Oakland, follows in this historic tradition. In 1997, as 
a result of the racial tensions that erupted in violence in East Oakland, the county 
of Alameda and the city of Oakland made an unprecedented investment in East 
Oakland by providing support for the planning of a one-stop health and human 
service center designed by-and for-youth. Youth, residents, public officials, and 
other key stakeholders researched national best practices, designed the space, 
planned the initial programming, and raised capital support from public and pri-
vate sources. Youth Uprising broke ground in 2003 and the doors opened to a 
25,000 square foot state-of-the-art facility in 2005 that attracted more than 1,600 
visitors in its first year.

As the rates of childhood obesity have surged in East Oakland, where 48 % 
of teens are overweight (UCLA Center for Health Policy Research, 2011), Youth 
Uprising has begun to reframe the local community’s food insecurity and high rates 
of diet-related diseases not as the result of poor individual food choices, but rather due 
to institutionalized racism, and to document the disproportionate burden of dispari-
ties—in terms of access to healthful foods—on people of color and the poor (Alkon 
& Norgaard, 2009). Although University partnerships have helped to inform this 
crucial work, some of the resulting research is highly inaccessible to everyday peo-
ple at the street level. Also, because some researchers may not collaborate with youth 
partners in ways that promote policy change or help youth feel empowered by their 
racio-ethnicity or other axis of social identity, there is sometimes tension between 
academics, youth activists, and educators about whose research it is, who owns it, 
and whose interest it really serves (Akom, Cammorota, & Ginwright, 2008; Akom, 
2011b; Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008; Ginwright, Noguera, & Cammarota, 2006; 
Morello-Frosch, Zuk, Jerrett, Shamasunder, & Kyle, 2011; Morrell, 2008).

In recent years, Youth Uprising has begun to collaborate with University 
researchers and public health specialists to move past documenting disparities and 
instead develop transparent and scientifically valid technology tools to put the power 
back in the hands of everyday people (Akom, Shah, & Nakai, 2014; Parikh, 2006; 
Van Wart, Tsai, & Parikh 2010). More specifically, in 2011 Youth Uprising in col-
laboration with a research team from San Francisco State University, UC Berkeley, 
The Institute for Sustainable Economic Educational and Environmental Design 
(I-SEEED), Oakland Unified School District’s Office of Research, Assessment,  



79Kids, Kale, and Concrete: Using Participatory Technology …

and Development (RAD) and Castlemont High School, formed the Mapping to 
Mobilize collaborative (M2M) utilizing Local Ground—a participatory mapping 
platform—and later “Streetwyze,” a new mobile, mapping, and SMS platform that 
allows young people to find goods and services, take action on important issues, and 
visualize health and well-being in their neighborhoods.

Traditional models of urban redevelopment rarely provide urban youth with the 
design assistance they need to maximize their own benefit from development dol-
lars (or under-development dollars) being spent in their communities and often fail 
to address the role that technology can play in bridging civic infrastructure with 
the built environment (Marable, 2000). Technology has the power to transform 
our democracy, making it more transparent, efficient, and inclusive of community 
input (Patel, Sotsky, Gourley, & Houghton, 2013). Community engaged technol-
ogy provides an important scale to test and replicate data visualization platforms 
that enable community members to verify the accuracy of public data sets in real-
time, in order to make our neighborhoods and ultimately our cities more sustain-
able, vibrant, and strong.

We begin with a discussion of food apartheid and the contemporary racial-
ized geographies through which structural racialization shapes the physical land-
scape where Black and Brown youth live, learn, work, and play. Structural racism 
defines how lack of geographic and economic access often confines choices in 
Black and Brown neighborhoods to processed, fast, and commodity foods (Alkon 
& Norgaard, 2009; Kwate, 2008). We then highlight the challenges of doing 
YPAR—or what Corburn refers to as “street science”—and the “data distrust” that 
can emerge between researchers and youth of color (Corburn, 2002; Sadd et al., 
2013). In the third section, we provide a description of the Mapping 2 Mobilize 
collaborative (M2M) including its use of the Local Ground mapping platform and 
Streetwyze community engagement platform, and how this led to ground-truthing. 
We conclude by summarizing our findings and results, and discuss the ways in 
which local knowledge completes and complements “professional” knowledge in 
improving educational and environmental research and outcomes.

 Bringing Social Justice Back into Schooling  
and Sustainability

In the past two decades, environmental justice scholars have successfully docu-
mented the unequal distribution of environmental toxins through which low-
income people and people of color bear the burdens of Eco-Apartheid and 
environmental degradation (Akom, 2011a; Pastor, Sadd, & Morello-Frosch, 2002). 
Schools and communities have organized numerous campaigns against the com-
panies that are responsible (Bullard, 1990; Kaplan & Morris, 2000; Sze, 2008). 
However, despite the central importance of food to educational achievement and 
overall public health, surprisingly little educational literature devotes attention to 
food access. While Gottlieb and Fisher (1996) first highlighted an environmental 
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justice approach to food security more than a decade ago, few educational scholars 
have incorporated food or nutrition into their analyzes.

Examining the health impact of fast food and liquor stores in Black and 
Brown neighborhoods is critical. Specifically, according to NHANES data, in 
2011–2012, obesity for Blacks was 47.8 and 42.5 % for Hispanics (Kwate, 2008; 
Ogden, Carroll, Kit, & Flegal, 2013). And women are disproportionately affected 
(between 1997–2008, Black women were 44 % more likely to be obese than White 
women), Black males are 2 % more likely to be obese than White men (Kwate, 
2008; Jackson et al., 2013), and Mexican-American women are 31 % more likely 
to be obese compared with White women (National Center for Health Statistics, 
2013). While all groups in the U.S. exhibit rising rates of obesity, diabetes, and 
other diet-related diseases, the rates are highest among low-income communities 
and communities of color (Drewnowski & Spector, 2004; Kwate, 2008)

Studies on high caloric food further depict how access plays a major role in the 
connection between economic-status and health (Drewnowski & Spector, 2004; 
Kwate, 2008). Fast food is high in sugar, carbohydrates, fats, and cholesterol and 
low in several important nutrients (French, Harnack, & Jeffery, 2000), as well as 
in price. Prior research has shown that fast food consumption is related to obe-
sity (Jeffery, Baxter, McGuire, & Linde, 2006; Kwate, 2008). On a regional level, 
heart disease and fatalities are higher in places with high concentrations of fast 
food chains (Alter & Eny, 2005; Kwate, 2008). Cumulatively, the data support the 
concept of food apartheid as a conceptual bridge between education and environ-
mental justice that situates low–income communities’ lack of food access within 
the historical processes of structural racialization, racial identity formation, and 
racialized geographies (Akom, 2008).

 Food Apartheid’s Impacts on Health and Education

It is a tragedy when it is easier to get “fried chicken,” waffles, and churros rather 
than chayotes, carrots, or cherries (Brownell & Horgen, 2004; Kwate, 2008). And 
yet, evidence shows that for many Black and Brown folks it is more challenging, 
and often more expensive, to get chayotes or cherries—and this is because of sys-
tematic and cumulative racial and spatial discrimination (Kwate, 2008; Morland, 
Wing, Diez Roux, & Poole 2002; Zenk et al., 2005). With the disproportionately 
higher exposure to fast food and liquor stores in Black and Brown communities, 
it becomes convenient and affordable to purchase high calorie, fast, and fried food 
instead (Block, Scribner, & DeSalvo 2004; Kwate, 2008; Lewis et al., 2005).

Today, food apartheid has connections to the end of de jure segregation and the 
prevailing patterns of re-segregation and other forms of continuing apartheid in 
the US—and more specifically—impacts education and well-being in Black and 
Brown communities (Kwate, 2008). Research shows that the food that is available 
to communities impacts their health (Kwate, 2008; Morland et al., 2002; Morland, 
Diez Roux, & Wing, 2006). And, on a positive note, programs and policies that 
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improve access to healthy food have been shown to lead to the higher consumption 
of these foods (Kwate, 2008; Wrigley, Warm, & Margetts, 2003).

In educational spaces, school cafeterias are often the largest “restaurants” in 
town—and collectively schools, large institutions, and grass roots organizations 
can help create enough demand to support sustainable regional agriculture trans-
formation across entire communities (Stone, Brown, Weiden, & Barlow, 2014). A 
2011 report calculated that each dollar spent locally for school food adds $1.86 to 
the local economy, and every job created by a district’s purchasing power results in 
an overall increase of 2.43 jobs (Ecotrust, 2011). School meals are especially criti-
cal for low-income students and students of color. In 2012, 49 million Americans, 
including 15.9 million children, lived in food insecure households. One out of five 
households with children reported food insecurity (Coleman-Jensen et al., 2013).

Historically, programs like the Black Panther Party’s Free Breakfast for School 
Children program have spearheaded the Black community’s presence in the school 
food legislation movement. Shortly after the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 
1964, civil rights organizations lobbied to appropriate federal funds to expand the 
free school meal program. Unlike other civil rights groups who used legislative 
reform tactics, the Black Panther Party fought directly to end hunger in the Black 
community through direct service and the implementation of community-based 
“survival programs,” which addressed the universal depravity of poverty in the 
Black community (Powell, 2014).

One of the most successful “survival and anti-poverty programs” in the history 
of the Black community was the free breakfast initiative, which was headquartered 
in Oakland, California in St. Augustine’s church. Prior to the program’s implemen-
tation in 1969, Black Panther Party members consulted with nutritionists to deter-
mine what foods constituted a healthy breakfast and made sure the kitchen was in 
compliance with all safety code regulations. The program proved to be a tremen-
dous success and expanded to 45 sites across the country. Educators reported that 
students who received free breakfast no longer complained of hunger pangs and 
were more attentive during classroom instruction (Heynen, 2009). According to 
Professor Nik Heynen, the free breakfast program would serve as “both the model 
for, and impetus behind, all federally funded school breakfast programs currently 
in existence within the United States” (Heynen, 2009, p. 411).

Fifty years ago, the Black Panther Free Breakfast Program demonstrated an asso-
ciation between nutrition, students’ academic performance, and food justice. The 
program was visionary because today there is increasing evidence that supports the 
Panthers’ fundamental belief that there is an association between nutrition and stu-
dents’ academic performance. Recent findings from a variety of studies support this 
hypothesis including the following: improving school meals can make almost imme-
diate difference in students’ academic achievement (Belot & James, 2011); increased 
fruit and vegetable consumption and reduced dietary fat intake have been significantly 
linked to improved academic performance (Florence, Asbridge, & Veugelers, 2008); 
increases in participation of school breakfast programs are associated with an increase 
in math and reading test scores, daily attendance, class participation, and reduc-
tions in tardiness and absenteeism (Basch, 2010); and nutrient deficiencies, refined 
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sugars and carbohydrates, pesticide residues, preservatives, and artificial colorings 
in food have all been associated with altered thinking and behavior and with neuro- 
developmental disorders such as Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (Greene, 
online publication).

Thus, the racialization of space is a fundamental cause of food apartheid and 
shapes access to resources (e.g., income, wealth, health, knowledge, food access, 
prestige) that impact educational achievement (Basch, 2010; Link & Phelan, 
1995). Racial residential segregation has created “two Americas” (Hacker, 1992; 
Kwate, 2008; LaVeist, 2003)—delineated between the “haves” and “have nots” in 
terms of access to health care (William & Collins, 2001), parks and open space, 
economic capital, jobs, exposure to environmental toxins (Bullard, Johnson, 
& Torres, 2004; Sadd et al., 2013; Sze & London, 2008), high quality educa-
tion (Akom, 2011a), social and public services, and overall safety, peace, and 
well-being.

This concept of food apartheid sheds light on how the food ecosystem has been 
shaped by institutionalized racism (Akom, 2011a; Alkon & Norgaard, 2009) and 
brings an environmental justice emphasis on racial stratification to bear on the 
schooling and sustainability movements’ desire to demonstrate an association 
between nutrition, students’ academic performance, and food deserts. As a result, 
food apartheid serves as a theoretical and political bridge between scholarship and 
activism on schooling, sustainability, educational achievement, and environmental 
justice.

 Research Approach: Youth Participatory Action Research

Data for this research project was collected through YPAR. Although statistical 
research on health and educational disparities tends to dominate academic debates, 
YPAR has also emerged as an important part of the work (Akom, 2008, 2009a; 
Cammarotta & Fine, 2010; Smith, 1999; Wallerstein & Duran, 2006). YPAR is 
defined as a collaborative approach to research that engages community partners 
and academic partners as equals in both knowledge generation and intervention 
strategies that benefit the communities involved (Akom, 2009b; Akom, Scott, 
& Shah, 2013; Tuck & Yang, 2013; Van Wart et al., 2010; Wallerstein & Duran, 
2006).

The knowledge that the youth have about their experiences of living with mul-
tiple environmental health hazards and chronic disease is one of the fundamental 
assets they can contribute to schools and community-based organizations and is 
often a key resource that the community organizes to avoid being exploited and 
exposed to health risks and social toxins (Corburn, 2002, 2006). When youth 
engage in environmental health research, their primary goal is often to help them-
selves and their communities by generating usable or actionable knowledge—
information that goes beyond description and analysis and suggests proactive or 
precautionary intervention strategies. By taking action to transform the social and 
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material conditions in their communities, youth build self-respect, self-confidence, 
and self-determination while fostering positive relationships with caring adults 
(Camino, 2005;  Fergus, Noguera, & Martin, 2014; Nasir, Rosebery, Warren, 
& Lee, 2006). Although high levels of social and cultural capital are needed to 
carry out YPAR, this approach itself can build community capacity and increase 
civic engagement throughout the research process (Ruglis & Freudenberg, 2010; 
Wallerstein & Duran, 2006).

 YPAR Collaboration

In 2011, the Mapping 2 Mobilize (M2M) collaboration was formed to research 
and address environmental justice issues in East Oakland and beyond as identified 
and defined by the community. The stages of our YPAR collaboration began with 
identification of a problem and progressed toward deciding on research questions, 
conducting a study, and developing and implementing action plans (Vasquez et al., 
2007).

The collaboration was first anchored by Youth Uprising, a youth development 
organization with strong roots in East Oakland, and I-SEEED, a community-
based organization with national expertise in education, technology, economic 
development, and environmental justice. Over time, the collaborative grew in size 
and scope to include major universities, K-12 institutions, and additional com-
munity-based partners. The goals of M2M are threefold: (1) improve health and 
educational outcomes in low-income communities of color like East Oakland; (2) 
conduct research on food security, community assets, and environmental health 
hazards; and (3) develop the expertise and capacity of local youth-serving organi-
zations by linking research to policy advocacy and community organizing locally, 
regionally, and statewide.

Youth Uprising was influential in helping to develop the initial focus of the 
M2M collaboration and in defining the food apartheid problem. An important 
focus of Youth Uprising is to educate youth and communities about the impact of 
food apartheid on people and communities locally. The definition of food apart-
heid in practice here is: the structural, political, and experiential limits on the 
availability of nutritious, healthy, affordable, and culturally appropriate foods, 
and/or limited or uncertain access to food. Measured at the community level, 
food apartheid investigates the underlying social, economic, and institutional fac-
tors—or in other words structural racialization impacts—within a community that 
affect the quantity and quality of available food and its affordability relative to the 
financial resources available to acquire it (Cohen, 2002). Thus, the relationship 
between environmental health and the structural racialization of the food apartheid 
system became an integral part of the M2M problem definition and later policy 
intervention.

M2M’s research plan was adapted from that developed by Sadd et al. (2013) 
to ensure scientific rigor and objectivity through the process of peer review by 
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community, youth researchers (i.e., youth as public intellectuals, see Akom, 
2008) and scientific colleagues (through youth and adult-led professional confer-
ence presentations and publishing in environmental health and social-science lit-
erature) as well as youth and adult-led presentations to regulatory scientists at the 
county and state level, leadership at regulatory agencies, schools, and policy think 
tanks. This method of validation was developed and documented by Community-
Based Participatory Research (CBPR) researchers in Los Angeles (Sadd et al., 
2013). The research plan began by using secondary data collected by regulatory 
authorities such as the Alameda County Public Health Department to document 
the impacts of food apartheid in East Oakland. M2M adopted this strategy in the 
belief that analyzing the government’s own data to assess racial and other health 
disparities would be a powerful way to draw regulatory attention to the intersec-
tion between educational and environmental justice issues impacting East Oakland 
(Sadd et al., 2013).

 Method: Ground-Truthing Using Community-Driven 
Technology

Ground-truthing as a methodology emerged from the field of cartography—where 
images taken from airplanes or satellites documenting features such as “open 
space,” “vegetation,” or “tree cover” are validated, using observations conducted 
by researchers on the ground (Sadd et al., 2013; Sharkey & Horel, 2008). For this 
project, ground-truthing was adapted from the methodology developed by Sadd 
et al. (2013), and involved validating regulatory databases (i.e., county grocery 
store data) with community-driven data. The technological innovation that the 
M2M collaborative integrated into the research design was the Local Ground par-
ticipatory mapping platform developed at UC Berkeley with community engage-
ment support from I-SEEED. Local Ground combines the best of the paper and 
the digital world by using paper maps to capture rich qualitative data and using 
a QR-code to create digital versions of hand-drawn annotations and to import 
them onto an online map. Using paper maps makes the Geographic Information 
Systems (GIS) data collection process more accessible, cheap, portable, and, most 
importantly, easy to learn. Digitizing the data then allows planners and community 
members to collate and analyze the data with the Local Ground user interface, and 
the Local Ground digital visualization tools then enable community members to 
share findings with key decision-makers (Van Wart et al., 2010).

Based on this work, I-SEEED recognized the need to develop culturally and 
community responsive technology platforms that combine both analog research 
tools (i.e., paper maps, surveys, etc.) and digital tools (i.e., mobile apps, GPS 
devices, smartphones, FlipCams) to accelerate ground-truthing processes—veri-
fying in real time whether information indicated in regulatory databases really 
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exist and whether there are additional hazards or assets identified by local resi-
dents on the ground that are not captured by these databases. In the summer of 
2012, I-SEEED conceptualized Streetwyze, a more comprehensive mapping appli-
cation, and piloted the platform over a five-city M2M project across the State of 
California (Oakland, San Francisco, San Diego, Merced, and Planada).

Streetwyze is a mobile, mapping, and SMS platform that enables users to 
find, rank, and share information about local goods and services or environmen-
tal issues impacting their communities. Streetwyze makes it easy for community 
members to (1) Find the services they need to thrive; (2) Rate the quality of ser-
vices; (3) Increase community engagement through community asset mapping; 
(4) Share best practices through digital storytelling; and (5) Visualize community 
resiliency through GIS mapping technology. By providing the most underserved 
populations with tools to find and communicate directly with regulatory, health, 
educational, or social service sectors, Streetwyze puts the power back in the hands 
of everyday people to transform our democracy, making it more transparent, effi-
cient, and inclusive of community input.

 Mapping the Neighborhood

Our ground-truthing process followed the well-documented methodology devel-
oped by scholars Sadd et al. (2013) in LA. We adapted the methodology to fit the 
particular population, context of East Oakland, as well as our study-goals of ana-
lyzing “food desert” conditions.

As the first step of the ground-truthing process, we conducted workshops where 
youth were trained on theories of structural racialization, youth empowerment, 
resistance, problem-posing education, the science of environmental health, cumu-
lative impacts, social vulnerability, as well as state and federal databases that keep 
locational and other records of food security (Sadd et al., 2013). Technical assis-
tance and training included: introduction to mapping platform and user interface, 
uploading data, research design, YPAR methodology, planning and conducting 
data analysis, crowd-sourcing data collection, community-driven indicators and 
metrics, collecting multimedia and GIS data, dissemination, social media, and 
publication training.

To ground-truth what regulatory databases were recognizing as food oases 
but youth were experiencing as food deserts, the youth researchers also con-
ducted store-mapping research in over 30 retail food outlets in East Oakland to 
determine how many were in fact grocery stores, versus liquor stores or corner 
stores. To ground-truth food retail outlets in East Oakland, youth were equipped 
with clipboards, paper maps embedded with digital QR-codes, handheld digi-
tal devices (iPhones, Smartphones, Mobile Phones, Flip Cameras), and step-by-
step instructions on data collection. Group leaders organized participants into 
teams of three—with each team trained and responsible for conducting street-by-
street assessments of their portion of the study area and locating and categorizing 
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grocery stores, liquor stores, and/or any other type of food/retail outlets. One 
block overlaps at the boundaries were included to ensure that the mapping was 
complete (Sadd et al., 2013).

Teams were tasked with the following (adapted from Sadd et al., 2013):

•	 Verify the location and correct information of all retail outlets/“grocery stores” 
documented in regulatory agency (Alameda County Public Health Department) 
databases—Collect written data on paper maps as well as pictures and audio 
field-notes of observations.

•	 Verify the type of retail outlet as defined by the local community (liquor store, 
corner store, grocery store, ethnic food store, smoke shop, gas station, etc.)—
Collect written data on paper maps, written field-notes, as well as pictures, and 
audio field-notes.

•	 Locate and map any additional food retail outlets and healthy food locations 
not included in the regulatory agency databases—Collect written data on paper 
maps, written field-notes, as well as pictures, and audio field-notes.

Youth recorded locations, either using portable GPS receivers or smartphones 
and/or by writing the retail outlet name on paper maps encoded with specialized 
QR-codes. Youth also recorded the name, type of business or activity, and other 
notes about the retail outlet on a field-notes sheet (i.e., types of food/beverage 
prominently displayed, existence of any fresh/whole foods, price of kitchen sta-
ples such as milk, bread, fruits/vegetables, prominence of alcohol/cigarettes/
other controlled substances). Teams also recorded observations about types of 
accessibility issues not necessarily tied to types of food/beverage/items sold, 
that is, perceived safety of surrounding area, visible public transportation stops 
in the vicinity, general upkeep/signage/visibility of retail location, etc. The data 
collected by youth participants was transferred to the mapping database through 
embedded QR-code using geo-coded addresses (adapted from Sadd et al., 
2013).

During the food retail outlet ground-truthing project, teams mapped 5 neigh-
borhoods in East Oakland: MacArthur Blvd, International Blvd, Eastmont District, 
High Street, and Fruitvale District. Oakland Uptown, Oakland Chinatown, and 
Piedmont were also mapped as comparative communities, but used a different pro-
tocol—this data are not the subject of this study and thus are not reported here. 
Following the techniques developed by Sadd et al. (2013), variations in categoriza-
tion of retail outlet by each youth researcher were characterized by sampling sites 
that they felt represented both the worst and best food options, as well as locations 
where large numbers of residents shopped for groceries. Youth researchers devel-
oped a plan to visit these sites in groups of at least three (to internally check for 
variation in outlet categorization), between 11 a.m. and 6 p.m. Youth researchers 
used portable GPS-enabled mobile devices and paper maps encoded with special-
ized QR-codes. Monitoring was done during the summer, fall, and spring months 
(adapted from Sadd et al., 2013).
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To understand the extent of food apartheid in East Oakland, the M2M collab-
orative undertook several types of research including: direct participant observa-
tion, semi-structured interviews, surveys, and secondary data from regulatory 
databases. The problem identification phase of the project lasted 1 year (one sum-
mer and two school-year semesters with Castlemont High School)—and provided 
a wealth of relevant information about the diverse dimensions of the problem of 
food apartheid across East Oakland neighborhoods.

 Results

The ground-truthing process revealed that categorization of retail food outlets in 
regulatory agency databases is often incorrect. Most often, retail food outlets were 
categorized by regulatory agencies as “grocery stores,” while the community iden-
tified them as either “liquor stores” or “corner stores”. The basis for community 
categorization is provided in Fig. 4.

Youth researchers further found that the top three nontobacco or alcohol-related 
products available at these stores were chips, soda, and candy/confection-items 
(i.e., Snickers, Skittles, Honeybuns), many of which had high sugar, fat, and salt 
content. Figure 1 shows an itemized list of most sold items (as reported by store 
owners) at seven retail outlets on MacArthur Boulevard. Asterisked items depict 
items containing some nutritional value as identified by the US FDA’s nutritional 
guide. Sales tended to peak between 12–8 pm, according to store owners, corre-
sponding with school lunch-time, after-school, and dinner periods during which 
most youth consume the majority of their daily calories. This is not unique to the 
MacArthur community: each of the five communities mapped had a similar distri-
bution of types of food/beverage items sold as well as peak hours of consumption. 
In Fig. 1, we show results for the MacArthur Boulevard community (though the 
same data were collected for all five neighborhoods).

Most Sold Items Frequency  
(# of store owners reporting) 

7lohoclA
7setteragiC

Chips (i.e. Doritos, Cheetos, Takis) 7
Soda  (i.e. Coke, Pepsi, Mtn. Dew) 6
Candy (i.e. Snickers, Starburst, Skittles)* 5
Other confections (i.e. Honeybuns, Mrs. Fields Cookies, 
etc.) 

5 

*some candy-bars contain levels of protein high enough to be recognized on FDA nutritional standards, however most calories from
candy-bars come from sugar

Fig. 1  Itemized list of most sold items at seven food retail outlets on MacArthur Boulevard
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Youth data on locations of grocery stores versus liquor stores and corner stores 
was also generated across the five communities. Figure 2 shows the retail outlets 
across all types for all five ground-truthed areas.

Figure 3 shows ground-truthing results for MacArthur and International 
Boulevards with red markers indicating the youth-identified liquor stores, pink 
markers identifying corner stores (categorized as stores selling primarily snack 
foods but without alcohol/cigarettes), blue markers identifying specialty stores 
(categorized as outlets selling primarily tobacco and tobacco related parapherna-
lia), and green markers identifying grocery stores (categorized as outlets selling 
food staples such as milk, bread, cereal, and eggs, as well as at least 1−2 shelves- 
or 10–15 different types- of fresh produce).

Figure 4 further describes the categorization of retail outlets based on indica-
tors developed by youth researchers. On MacArthur Boulevard, youth research-
ers identified almost seven sites that they considered to be liquor stores or corner/
convenience stores that were typed as “grocery stores” in regulatory databases. 
These facilities tended to sell primarily alcohol and cigarettes, along with chips, 
sweets, soda, and sometimes milk and bread (most often whole milk and white 
bread). The results for MacArthur Boulevard are not anomalous: in each ground-
truthed neighborhood, residents identified more liquor stores, corner/convenience 
stores, and specialty stores than grocery stores—as enumerated in county regula-
tory databases.

Fig. 2  Food retail outlets by type—across five east Oakland communities (Source Local ground; 
http://www.localground.org)

http://www.localground.org


89Kids, Kale, and Concrete: Using Participatory Technology …

The collaboration felt strongly about building relationships with store own-
ers, so during this initial problem identification phase of the project, interviews 
were conducted with local storeowners at 15 of the retail food outlets stores. 
Storeowners were at times reluctant to speak with youth who, carrying clipboards 
and cameras, were perceived to be “Health Auditors” or “Inspectors.” In keeping 
with true participatory research practice, youth researchers convened, and they 
discussed and adapted the original research methodology, leaving their clipboards 
and cameras outside with an adult group leader when they intended to interview a 
storeowner. This strategy proved successful—and the storeowners who agreed to 
participate stressed the hardships of owning businesses and keeping late hours in 
locations that are prone to violent behavior, along with the struggles they experi-
ence to keep their businesses afloat. Merchants also pointed out that alcohol, ciga-
rettes, and processed foods were the most profitable products they sell due to the 
cheap bulk price that distributors offer for these items.

To gain additional information for better defining the problem of food apart-
heid in East Oakland, youth researchers used the mapping platform to produce 
maps highlighting locations of corner stores, supermarkets/grocery stores, school 
locations, and relevant demographic characteristics of the community. Findings 
from the GIS mapping component showed that access to healthy food was indeed 
racialized and spatialized since the census tracts where the majority of the East 
Oakland youth attend school are primarily in the flatlands and predominantly 
African-American and Latino/a, whereas the local grocery stores are in the hill-
side areas more than one to two miles away where the demographics are predomi-
nantly White. Additionally, when transportation routes were overlaid on the maps, 
they revealed that existing public transportation often requires about 1 hour and 
an average of two bus transfers from the East Oakland flats to reach many of these 

Fig. 3  Food retail outlets by type – MacArthur and international Boulevards (Source Local 
Ground; http://www.localground.org)

http://www.localground.org
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supermarkets—further illuminating the role that racialized geographies play in 
exacerbating the transportation gap and urban grocery gap.

Following the example of the ground-truthing collaborative in LA, led by 
researchers Sadd et al. (2013), M2M’s collaborative model is based on the col-
lective sharing, interpretation, and dissemination of research results. Following, 
once results were collected and verified, researchers reported back to participants 
in workshops. At these workshops, youth researchers were asked to compare the 
maps they had created with those from the county regulatory agency data. Youth 
researchers were then led through a question asking, analysis, and discussion 
activity in order to develop findings and recommendations to report back to the 
county regulatory agency.

Store Type Indic ators Marke r
foflehs1nahteroMerotSyrecorG

fresh produce; More 
than 10 types of fresh 
produce; Organic 
produce; WIC; 
Percentage of produce 
to other food/retail 
items greater than 30% 

Green  

Corner/Convenience Store Majority of items for 
sale are processed 
foods or other retail; 
No Alcohol; Cigarettes 
may or may not be sold; 
Less than 1 shelf of 
fresh produce; Less 
than 10 types of fresh 
produce 

Pink 

rofsmetifoytirojaMerotSrouqiL
sale are processed 
foods or other retail; 
Alcohol sold; 
Cigarettes may or may 
not be sold; Less than 1 
shelf of fresh produce; 
Less than 10 types of 
fresh produce 

Red 

smetiytlaicepsslleSpohSytlaicepS
such as: tobacco 
products, rolling 
papers, and other 
tobacco-related 
paraphernalia 

Dark Blue 

.e.i(liaterfoepytrehtOrehtO
automotive, clothing, 
etc.)  

Light Blue 

Fig. 4  Food retail outlets categorization—based on indicators developed by youth researchers
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 Policy-Related Outcomes

The M2M collaborative has realized policy outcomes at the local, municipal, and 
state levels. According to those interviewed and the multiple documents reviewed, 
the collaborative’s research and policy actions have contributed to these outcomes. 
The collaborative’s impact on the involved youth has been detailed elsewhere 
(Akom et al., 2014).

The types of health-promoting changes recommended by youth researchers to 
help spark a food revolution in liquor/corner stores were

•	 Stock more fresh produce (encouraging organic and locally grown);
•	 Stock more healthy staple foods (for example, whole wheat bread or skim milk);
•	 Stock healthy products at more affordable prices through participation in food 

stamp, WIC and other related programs;
•	 Adhere to environmental standards and codes that address loitering, cleanliness, 

and safety;
•	 Limit tobacco and alcohol advertising, promotion, and sales;

To further mitigate food apartheid conditions in East Oakland, youth researchers 
recommended

•	 Locate farmers’ markets in central youth-serving locations throughout East 
Oakland—such as at school-sites or at organizations like Youth Uprising 
(NOTE: this recommendation was implemented with a farmers’ market at 
Castlemont High School launched during the 2011–12 school year).

•	 Examine alternate uses for empty lots prevalent throughout East Oakland—
recommendations included: Pop-up farmers’ market sites, urban farm sites, or 
future grocery store locations.

Corner store and other health-promoting recommendations were disseminated 
through a presentation that the M2M collaboration helped develop under the direc-
tion of lead organization I-SEEED.

The pilot store-mapping project was seen as a local success generating broad 
interest in replication and expansion. Community and school-based partners 
shared that the combination of research and media both raised awareness of the 
issues and influenced decision-makers to address food apartheid in preliminary 
ways. More specifically, in 2011 with training and ongoing technical assistance 
from additional school-based and community-based partners, I-SEEED led an 
expanded M2M pilot project statewide funded by the Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation that utilized ground-truthing, the Local Ground participatory mapping 
platform, and Streetwyze community engagement platform, as well as targeted 
surveys from 168 youth across five communities in California. The surveys cov-
ered needs and desires relating to local markets, health behaviors, daily nutrition, 
physical activity habits, and what incentives or changes it would take to get young 
people to eat healthier food. Additionally, in Fall 2011, Castlemont High School 
launched a weekly farmers’ market—featuring produce grown on the school’s stu-
dent-run urban farm. And in 2012, Oakland Unified School District announced a 
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central Food Commissary in West Oakland (a community that experiences food 
apartheid conditions in similar ways to East Oakland) featuring a forty-four thou-
sand square foot specialized kitchen space, four thousand square foot healthy food 
education center, and a 4-acre urban farm accessible to OUSD students.

Most recently, in 2014, I-SEEED secured additional funding through the 
Surdna Foundation, Kresge Foundation, and The California Endowment to expand 
use of the Streetwyze mapping tool to eight cities across the country– includ-
ing Los Angeles, CA, Denver, CO, Washington, DC, and Newark, NJ—as well 
as to evaluate target populations like Black and Latino boys and men (Sons and 
Brothers) in statewide and national efforts. I-SEEED is the lead partner on these 
expansion plans and has local partners in each city to support scaling of the effort.

Decision-makers at the state level have credited the M2M collaborative for pro-
ducing credible research evidence of food insecurity regionally and for playing a 
key role in persuading school district, city, and state officials of the importance of 
the problem and finding appropriate policy solutions. One important local policy 
outcome from this work was the adaptation of The ACE Study led by the Center 
for Youth Wellness in San Francisco—specifically, findings from the collabora-
tive’s work were used to re-conceptualize how social determinants of health are 
measured, monitored, and reported in neighborhoods in San Francisco.

A local city level decision-maker in Oakland also commented that the collabo-
rative’s research findings and youth involvement shed a lot of light on the nature 
and urgency of the food security problem among local officials. At the level of 
state policy, I-SEEED and other members of the M2M collaborative are cur-
rently working with the California Public Health Department on the Network for a 
Healthy California initiative to support healthy food, nutrition, and physical activ-
ity efforts throughout the state. To date, the initiative has provided funding for

•	 85 local assistance contracts to qualifying school districts, local health depart-
ments, food banks, health centers, Indian tribal organizations, and other public 
and nonprofit entities to increase healthy food consumption, nutrition, and/or 
physical activity;

•	 30 competitive grants for Regional Networks, non-profit organizations, and 
African-American faith organizations to increase healthy food consumption, 
nutrition, and/or physical activity;

•	 12 grants to leadership and training organizations to increase healthy food con-
sumption, nutrition, and/or physical activity;

•	 Bilingual advertising and public relations that support community-based health 
programs;

•	 Five tailored fruit, vegetable, and physical activity campaigns and programs 
(African-American, Latino, Worksite, Retail, and Children’s campaigns and 
programs);

•	 Training and technical assistance to contractors and unfunded partners that 
serve low-income families;

The M2M collaborative is a community-driven YPAR collaboration that firmly 
begins to integrate the work of educational and environmental justice, with youth 
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at the epicenter. Our collaboration has made an impressive series of policy-related 
victories over the past several years. These include youth-led research on the 
understudied problem of food apartheid in East Oakland, a successful pilot project, 
community outreach and education to influence community knowledge and behav-
ior change, the development of a farmers’ market at Castlemont High School, and 
state legislation to influence efforts across California. The success of this effort 
expands the potential for involving youth in participatory action research processes 
and ground-truthing aimed at improving the health and well-being of low-income 
communities, where youth of color live, learn, work, and play.

 Youth Perspective

The M2M collaborative project also illustrates how principles and methods of 
YPAR can be adapted for use with youth in an underserved community to increase 
feelings of empowerment, facilitate the development of critical thinking skills, 
and promote social justice through social action. As stated by various interven-
tionists and researchers (Catalano, Berglund, Ryan, Lonczak, & Hawkins, 2004), 
YPAR can lead to the fostering and building of competence (skills and resources 
for developing healthy options, developmentally appropriate skill-building activi-
ties), confidence (opportunities for making decisions, positive self-identity), con-
nection (primary or secondary support, bonding with others, relationships with 
caring adults and peers), character (a sense of responsibility for self and for oth-
ers), caring (a sense of belonging), and contribution to the community (participa-
tion in meaningful community work). To this list, the M2M collaborative added 
an emphasis on a participatory strategy of having youth identify their community 
concerns and then plan and engage in social action to change underlying condi-
tions contributing to food apartheid in their communities.

Over the course of 3 years, we trained three cohorts of students and conducted 
extensive interviews with youth. The below table summarizes the grade, race, and 
gender of the students interviewed (all names are pseudonyms to protect the iden-
tity of the youth) (Fig. 5).

In student exit interviews and focus groups, youth spoke about how partici-
pation in ground-truthing activities with the M2M collaborative increased their 
awareness of the social and environmental determinants of health that dispropor-
tionately affect their communities generally, and themselves personally, and ulti-
mately inspired them to take action.

As one African-American male student notes,

We went to different communities and what really stuck out to me was the huge differ-
ences that I’ve never noticed before in my daily life…we went inside stores and we seen 
them glorify and promote sales on unhealthy food, while in the wealthier community, they 
didn’t even sell any unhealthy food at all…we, the youth, need to do something to make 
things more equal…more healthy….for our communities….

—LeShawn (10th Grade)
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A Latina student expands on her peer’s statement about how the mapping pro-
cess can crystallize understanding of food apartheid and structural racism. She 
speaks more specifically about how the processes of ground-truthing and mapping 
give community-voice and community-driven data a platform to be considered as 
“valid” as other sources of data and—ultimately—a vehicle for change:

It was very interesting, to finally show people what’s actually happening, because if 
you’re not aware of it, then you don’t really know what to fix, but once you finally find 
what the problem is you realize that you can do something to fix it.

—Norma (12th Grade)

GenderRace/EthnicityGradeName
Erika 10th African American Female
Justice 11th African American Male
LeShawn 10th African American Male
Tony 10th African American Male
Javonte 10th African American Male

MaleLatino12thGiovanni
FemaleLatina12thNorma
FemaleLatina11thMaya
FemaleLatina12thJuanita

Lydell 9th African American Male
Anthony 10th African American Male
Devonne 9th African American Female
Latisha 10th African American Female
Candice 11th African American Female

FemaleLatina12thAlma
FemaleLatina9thMarisol

Wilson 9th African American Male
FemaleLatina11thMaribel
MaleLatino10thJose
MaleLatino12thCarlos

Dante 10th African American Male
Raquel 11th African American Female

FemaleLatina10thCarla
Jordan 9th African American Male
Muhammed 9th Iranian-American Male

FemaleLatina11thClaudette
Thomas 10th African American Male
Wydell 10th African American Male
Tori 12th African American Female
Candia 11th African American Female

Summary of Interview Data

Fig. 5  Summary of interview data of 30 youth participants over 3 years



95Kids, Kale, and Concrete: Using Participatory Technology …

Her African-American female classmate also shared her feelings on how the 
ground-truthing and mapping process not only changed her awareness of food 
apartheid but also influenced others in her community as well as policymakers:

It makes people that are oblivious open up their eyes to what’s really happening. It’s like a 
wake-up call.

—Candia (11th Grade)

The M2M collaborative stressed principles of relevance—or starting where the 
youth are—participation, and the importance of creating environments in which 
individuals and youth become empowered as they increase their community 
understanding and problem-solving abilities. As evidenced through these stories/
quotes from the young people involved in the M2M project—as well as the pol-
icy-related outcomes in the earlier section—we believe that YPAR and ground-
truthing provide an effective foundation to achieve positive, and participatory, 
individual and community-change.

 Limitations

As YPAR and CBPR scholars have previously noted, there exist constraints with 
utilizing a YPAR methodological approach (Minkler, 2005). For example, outside 
researchers committed to a YPAR approach could experience difficulty in mov-
ing from the goal of heavy community partner involvement in the research pro-
cess to the reality of implementation. More specifically, even though researchers 
may have a strong commitment to involving the most marginalized and vulnerable 
classes, such individuals often are “least likely to be in a position to donate their 
time and energy” (Minkler, 2005). Equally problematic is the situation when com-
munity desires—in regard to research methods, design, data collection and owner-
ship—conflict with what researchers consider to be “sound science.” Importantly, 
while YPAR (and other CBPR-based methodologies) does not require “abandon-
ing” scientific standards or theoretical bases, it does advocate for a genuine co-
development, co-learning, and co-benefiting process through which both local and 
scientific ways of knowing are valued (Minkler, 2005).

A final issue in community building and organizing specifically with youth 
involves the key role of older facilitators/researchers, who can both spark partici-
pant empowerment and decision making, and provide structure and guidance to 
help the group and its social action efforts move forward. Advanced training for 
the facilitators/researchers proved critical to this project’s success. Facilitators/
researchers also needed a clear understanding of their role and how to serve as the 
holder of vision of the project when a group was stuck. Ongoing dialogue between 
facilitators/researchers and youth—as well as frequent opportunities to debrief/dis-
cuss how to handle difficult situations—are also essential to effective community-
organizing and community-building work with youth (Wilson et al., 2007; Wilson, 
Minkler, Dasho, Wallerstein, & Martin, 2008).
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Our results reinforced the need to take a more holistic approach to environmen-
tal equity research, spanning beyond looking at a single indicator of health (i.e., 
food access). As better data become available, future studies should move away 
from locational and single-indicator analysis (food access) and toward a cumula-
tive exposure approach (across several assets, challenges, pollutants, and oppor-
tunities) that better answers the question of what disparities in exposure mean 
cumulatively for potential inequities in health and educational risks. Of course, the 
use of risk assessment, even within an equity analysis framework, remains contro-
versial among the public and policymakers alike. We sought to improve the use of 
risk assessment by using it comparatively to assess the distribution of risk due to 
lack of access to healthy food among diverse communities.

 Conclusion

In South Africa, pervasive racism, discrimination, and degradation faced by Blacks 
and other ethnic minorities grew out of a legalized system of governance that dis-
criminated against Black South Africans. Though apartheid has officially ended, 
there is no doubt that racism is still deeply rooted in the country. Similarly, the 
American legacy of residential segregation and institutionalized racism is woven 
into all aspects of daily life for Black and Brown communities. As a direct result 
of the high degree of racial isolation created by segregation, growing up in a 
Black or Brown neighborhood today increases the likelihood of dropping out of 
high school, reduces the probability of persisting through college, lowers employ-
ment opportunities, reduces income earned as an adult, lowers access to healthy 
foods, increases risk of obesity, heart disease, and diabetes, and ultimately leads 
to death at an early age—or as we call it, death due to “un-natural causes” (Bell 
& Lee, 2011). But Black and Brown communities are fighting back with resist-
ance, agency, and political contestation through the use of new technology tools 
designed to engage, integrate, and elevate community voice.

In this chapter, we introduce the concept of food apartheid and use YPAR to 
demonstrate how the schooling and sustainability movement can better attend to 
issues of social equity—and how the environmental justice movement can better 
articulate community-driven, sustainable, alternatives for youth of color inside and 
outside of urban schools. Moreover, it is our hope that the concept of food apart-
heid may create stronger and more effective political alliances between the two 
movements. These theoretical and practical alliances depend on a deeper under-
standing of how racial and economic inequality affects the production and con-
sumption of food and how the production, distribution, and consumption of food 
impact educational and environmental health outcomes.

Theoretically, a food apartheid framework links food access to broader ques-
tions of race, power, identity, educational equity, and community defense. Access 
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to healthy food is shaped not only by purchasing power—the economic ability to 
purchase it—but also by the historical processes through which race has come to 
shape schools, neighborhoods, and access to social services. Because it highlights 
institutional racism and racialized geographies, food apartheid may therefore 
encourage the schooling and sustainability movement to embrace more commu-
nity and culturally responsive approaches to social justice (Tintiangco-Cubales 
et al., 2014)

Building off the CBPR work of researchers Sadd et al. (2013), our YPAR 
approach sought to extend the rigor, relevance, and reach of food apartheid 
research in the following ways (as outlined by Sadd et al. (2013)):

Rigor is the practice of ensuring that a co-production model is utilized in all 
phases of the research process (Coburn, 2002).

Relevance outlines whether community-driven research involves questions that 
the community themselves developed in partnership with researchers and scien-
tists; inquiries that community members deem relevant; and research that provides 
opportunities for collective action.

Reach refers to the degree to which local knowledge is re-introduced back to 
the community itself as well as more broadly to diverse audiences and is translated 
into useful tools and products to improve research, practice, policy, and commu-
nity transformation processes (Sadd et al., 2013)

Both the Streetwyze and Local Ground platforms coupled with ground-truth-
ing seek to achieve rigor, relevance, and reach by using innovative community-
driven technology platforms to uncover gaps in regulatory agency data, raise 
important food security issues at local scales, and provide fuel for preventative 
policy initiatives. In particular, Streetwyze’s community-driven platform sup-
plements regulatory data, which is often riddled with significant geographical 
inaccuracies and gaps. It also documents and makes real the concept of Eco-
Apartheid or cumulative causation—in other words, the extent to which commu-
nities are overburdened with multiple environmental health hazards and social 
stressors (Akom, 2011a). Most importantly, Streetwyze empowers community 
members to examine and improve the accuracy of regulatory data that facilitates 
productive “street science” and dialogue between youth researchers, academics, 
and regulatory officials.

This chapter follows in a long line of CBPR research (Corburn, 2002; Minkler, 
2005; Sadd et al., 2013) and demonstrates that validating secondary data through 
YPAR can be a powerful approach for community transformation and policy 
change as well as improve the relevance, rigor, and reach of scientific work. 
Using tools like Local Ground and Streetwyze, ground-truthing was an engaging 
and effective way to meet the collective goals of building community capacity, 
improving the accuracy of environmental data, strengthening academic engage-
ment, and developing community-based solutions to environmental and social jus-
tice issues.
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The November 2013 election of New York City Mayor Bill de Blasio renewed and 
reenergized a public discussion of the legitimacy, effectiveness, and future of pub-
lic charter schools in New York City and the country. Yet academics, policymakers, 
and the general public now seem no more able to have a complex, productive, hon-
est conversation about charter schooling than they were when the reform began. 
The debate’s current iteration is just as contentious, the sides just as deaf to each 
other’s critiques and claims, and the empirical evidence about the experience and 
impact of charter schools just as likely to be dismissed by both sides. We seem not 
to have made much progress in developing a nuanced discussion about a politi-
cally and educationally complex reform.

I believe that history has much left to teach us as we search for ways of talk-
ing about, learning from, and making public policy decisions regarding present-
day charter schooling. This is especially the case, as I will detail here, when it 
comes to understanding the race politics of charter schools, especially for African 
Americans.

In the mid-1990s I was a political progressive (as I am now); a Ph.D. stu-
dent in sociology at the University of California at Berkeley; and a strong 
believer in racial integration, public schooling, and labor rights. I was not predis-
posed to be sympathetic to the charter school concept, a new reform at the time. 
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Yet, through my work with an afterschool program at a middle school in West 
Oakland, California, I came to be involved in the founding of a college prepara-
tory, explicitly African American-centered charter school called the West Oakland 
Community School (WOCS). When I was asked to be part of the WOCS founding 
group, I decided to study the race and school choice politics as they intersected 
at WOCS and in the public debate around charter schooling. I wanted to under-
stand where charter schools came from, both educationally and politically, and 
I was surprised to learn about a number of non-desegregation focused efforts in 
African American education that I had not encountered in any urban education or 
sociology of education courses I had taken. Participating in the building of WOCS 
gave me a more nuanced view of charters than I would have had from afar (given 
my politics, I would have been quicker to dismiss the reform for many of the rea-
sons I detail below). In addition, learning more about these historical examples of 
African American schooling helped me understand the complicated politics of the 
charter school that I was a part of building. It also helped me situate the charter 
reform in a broader politics of race and schooling for African Americans that did 
not allow me to easily dismiss or fully embrace this form of school choice.

In the discussion that follows, drawing on my ethnographic and historical archi-
val data, I will argue that a full understanding of charter schools that serve African 
American students requires a look at the historical roots of African American 
school choice. While scholarly and public conversations tend to connect school 
choice to the evasion of desegregation after the Brown decision, there is another, 
lesser known historical narrative that is important and illuminating. Particularly 
informed by the community-based charter school that I helped to found, the public 
school community control movement in New York City in the late 1960s, the 
African American independent school movement, and the Council of Independent 
Black Institutions (CIBI) in the 1970s, I find that history helps us better under-
stand the dynamics of race and school choice. We can understand that African 
American parent and educator commitment to desegregated schooling is complex 
and certainly not unwavering; that the distinction between public and private in 
public education is quite murky; that the definition of community for purposes of 
building schools is complicated; and that strange bedfellows in African American 
education are nothing new.1

 Charter Schools and Their Historical Predecessors

The West Oakland Community School began as a response to the failure of the 
Oakland Unified School District to serve its African American students. WOCS 
was also a response to race politics at the time in California, especially a retreat 
from race-conscious remedies to inequality, like affirmative action. The WOCS 

1My discussion here draws on data and arguments that I have presented in other places, as well, 
in the earlier years of the charter reforms. See Stulberg (2004, 2008).
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founding group was convened by Marjorie Wilkes, an African American woman 
then in her 30s who had started her career at the New York City teachers’ union 
and who did school reform work in the East Bay. The group of, initially, 14 people 
that Wilkes put together was comprised primarily of professionals who worked in 
education in the Bay Area in some capacity, as teachers or administrators, found-
ers of youth programs, researchers, policy advocates, or as parents and community 
activists. The core group was almost entirely African American, except for me and 
for one Asian American woman, Akiyu Hatano, a teacher who eventually became 
WOCS’s founding principal.

The group worked for 3 years to plan the small charter school. Founders 
decided that the school should focus explicitly on African American students, and 
that its mission should be to prepare students for college, to tie academic achieve-
ment to community building, and to nurture leaders who would fight for racial and 
economic justice. The school had an explicit social change mission, reflecting the 
political commitments of the founders and their assessment that this was needed to 
disrupt the substantial disempowerment of African American students and families 
in West Oakland (Task Force, 1996). WOCS opened its doors in September 1999 
with 50 sixth-grade students (see Stulberg, 2008).

When the WOCS group came together in 1996, the charter reform was rela-
tively new. The charter mechanism is a governance reform, not an endorsement 
of a particular curriculum or pedagogical approach. Charter schools are independ-
ent public schools of choice that gain a certain degree of autonomy in exchange 
for increased accountability for student achievement, fiscal responsibility, and the 
fulfillment of their particular missions. State laws vary significantly, but charter 
schools in most states have flexibility over hiring and firing and are not required to 
employ unionized teachers and administrators. Charters also are governed by inde-
pendent boards and have substantial flexibility over budgets and their program-
ming and curricula. The first charter legislation was enacted in Minnesota in 1991, 
followed by similar legislation in California in 1992 (see, e.g., Nathan, 1996a; 
National Center for Education Statistics, 2014).

The charter reform has grown substantially in the past two decades. When the 
WOCS group convened, during the 1996–1997 school year, there were 432 char-
ter schools in the country (RPP International, 2000, p. 11). By 1999–2000, there 
were 0.3 million students in 1,500 charter schools nationwide (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2014). By the 2011–2012 school year, the last year for which 
I could find data that I consider nonpartisan, there were ~5,700 charter schools, 
comprising 5.8 % of all U.S. public schools, and there was charter legislation on 
the books in 42 states plus the District of Columbia (though no operating charters 
in Maine or Washington state). In 2011–2012, there were ~2.1 million students 
enrolled in charter schools, ~4.2 % of all students in public schools nation-
wide (National Center for Education Statistics, 2014). The percentage of public 
school students in charter schools varies substantially by district and state. As of 
2011–2012, compared to the U.S. states, the District of Columbia had the high-
est proportion of public school students attending charter schools, 39 % or 29,000 
students (National Center for Education Statistics, 2014). New Orleans, which 
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experienced a state takeover of most of the city’s schools after the devastation of 
Hurricane Katrina, shifted to an all-charter model in the state-controlled Recovery 
School District in the fall of 2014. This is the first time that a district is comprised 
entirely of charter schools (Layton, 2014). Overall, nationwide, (there is substan-
tial state-by-state variation), charter schools serve a greater proportion of African 
American, Latino, and low-income students than public schools as a whole. There 
is a particularly large disparity for African American students, who, in 2010–2011, 
made up 16 % of all U.S. public school students and 29 % of charter school stu-
dents (Center for Research on Education Outcomes, 2013, p. 16).

Despite overblown claims on all sides of the public conversation, charter 
schools as a whole are neither a panacea nor a public shame. There is now some 
“convergence” of opinion, despite complexity and debate in methodological 
approaches (Henig, 2008, p. 92; also see Carnoy, Jacobsen, Mishel, & Rothstein, 
2005), that charter schools tend to look like traditional public schools in the varied 
way they serve students: some are excellent, some are awful, and many are some-
where in between. National and state-by-state comparative studies find that charter 
schools report mixed results (e.g., Center for Research on Education Outcomes, 
2013, 2013; and for a review of these studies see, e.g., Frankenberg, Siegel-
Hawley, & Wang, 2010). Yet an unparalleled national study conducted by the inde-
pendent Center for Research on Education Outcomes (CREDO), found that 
charter school performance is improving relative to traditional district schooling. 
The most recent 2013 CREDO study, which focuses on states that serve 95 % of 
all charter school students nationwide (p. 15), also indicates that charter school 
test score benefits are especially pronounced (and growing over time) for some 
students who are most underserved by traditional public schools: African 
American students, low-income students, and English language learners (pp. 
32–39). These benefits are particularly pronounced for low-income, urban African 
American and Latino students (pp. 65–69).2

While there is substantial district and state variation in charter school demo-
graphics and performance (Frankenberg et al., 2010), it may be instructive to 
look a bit more closely at one example: New York City. In 2012, charter schools 
served ~47,000 students out of ~1.1 million students total in the district. Charter 
schools in the city are primarily located in Harlem, the South Bronx, and Central 
Brooklyn. In 2010–2011, charter school students were 3.9 % of all public school 
students in the city and 9.2 % of all public school students in these three areas. The 
proportion for the city as a whole now might be closer to 6 % (Editorial Board, 
2014; Kahlenberg & Potter, 2014b). In this same year, 2010–2011, approximately 

2For instance, in its study of 25 states, the District of Columbia, and New York City, a study of 
more than 95 % of all charter school students in the country, CREDO found that low-income 
African American students in charter schools make gains that are equivalent to 29 additional days 
of reading instruction and 36 days of math instruction when compared with their peers in tradi-
tional public schools (p. 65). For low-income Latino students in charter schools, the gains are the 
equivalent of 14 instructional days of reading and 22 days of math–though the pattern is reversed 
for non-low income Latino students, whose academic performance seems to benefit from enroll-
ment in traditional public schools (p. 68).
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three-quarters of New York City’s charter school students were from low-income 
backgrounds. The lowest income families, those who qualify for free lunch, were 
slightly underrepresented in the city’s charter schools (65.2 % of all charter stu-
dents vs. 67.6 % of all students in district schools). African American students are 
substantially overrepresented in the city’s charters. Approximately 30 % of the 
district’s students are African American, yet more than 60 % of the city’s charter 
school students are African American (data from this paragraph, unless otherwise 
noted, can be found in New York City Charter School Center, 2012).

As is the case nationwide, charter school performance in New York City indi-
cates that the public schools of choice have mixed results relative to traditional 
district schools. We can look at some comparative data on state tests in the first 
year that the tests were tied to Common Core State Standards, 2012–2013. In this 
year, overall 34.8 % of the city’s charter school students scored advanced or pro-
ficient on math tests in grades 3–8, compared with 29.6 % of students in district 
schools. On ELA tests, though, in 2012–2013, only 25.0 % of charter school stu-
dents in grades 3–8 scored advanced or proficient on state tests, compared with 
26.4 % of their district counterparts. There is some evidence that charter schools 
do better on these tests when compared with their “peer” schools (New York City 
Charter School Center, 2013, p. 1).

How can we understand the origins and development of the charter reform? As 
I have written about elsewhere (Stulberg, 2004, 2008), charter schooling devel-
oped on the heels of a number of forms of public and private school choices: the 
public and private alternative school movement of the 1970s, the public magnet 
school efforts also of the 1970s, and the private voucher reforms that were begin-
ning to gain real political traction at the end of the 1980s. In fact, charters, in many 
states like California, were a political compromise in the face of growing support 
for private vouchers (Stulberg, 2008, p. 96).3

The charter reform also can trace its roots to a number of grassroots movements 
for social and educational justice. In my work (Stulberg, 2008), I have identified 
two particular African American-centered school-based movements that I believe 
are direct historical precursors to charter schools like WOCS. The first is the pub-
lic school movement for community control in New York City in the late 1960s. 
A number of excellent books have chronicled this movement, which centered in 
Ocean Hill–Brownsville, Brooklyn (e.g., Perlstein, 2004; Podair, 2002).

By the mid-1960s, after years of broken promises from New York City lead-
ers on school desegregation and bolstered by a growing Black Power movement, 
African American and Latino parents and education activists in East Harlem 
and Ocean Hill–Brownsville, Brooklyn demanded change. They urged that if 
the city was not going to truly provide desegregated options then it should give 
them control of their schools—control of budget, staffing, and curriculum and 

3Ravitch (2014) asserts that charter schools made vouchers more politically palatable, writing: 
“The charter movement paved the way for the resurgence of the voucher movement, as its advo-
cates insisted that ‘choice’ was far more important than investing in public education” (p. 316).  
I believe it was primarily the other way around.
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programming. With the backing of a politically disparate group of supporters 
from the Ford Foundation to the Republican mayor John Lindsay, these commu-
nity control supporters organized three demonstration districts around the city, 
comprised of intermediate schools and their small groups of feeder elementary 
schools (e.g., five schools in East Harlem and eight total schools in Ocean Hill–
Brownsville). Community-elected governing boards hired new principals and 
many new teachers who supported this experiment in community control, and set 
about devising new, culturally relevant, social justice-oriented curricula.

The community control experiment came to a head when the governing board 
in Ocean Hill dismissed a group of union-affiliated teachers and administra-
tors that they felt were not supportive of the reform. The United Federation of 
Teachers called citywide teachers strikes that virtually shut down more than 900 
city schools for much of the fall of 1968 and garnered substantial national atten-
tion (Berube & Gittell, 1969). The controversial experiment did not last long in the 
city. By the spring of 1969, Albany lawmakers had passed a decentralization bill 
for New York City that broke the schools into ~30 local districts across the city, 
effectively subsuming the demonstration districts (Gittell, 1969).

Frustrated with the short-lived nature of the public school community con-
trol movement and still feeling stifled by the public nature of this reform, some 
African American education activists urged a private form of educational self-
determination instead. Out of the public school community control movement in 
places grew the African American independent school movement and one of its 
primarily organizational actors, the Council of Independent Black Institutions 
(CIBI), which was founded in 1972 (Shujaa & Afrik, 1996). CIBI and these pri-
vate alternatives are a second historical antecedent to charter schools like WOCS 
(Stulberg, 2008). CIBI school founders located their political commitments 
in, primarily, pan-Africanism and cultural nationalism. They understood white 
supremacy in largely cultural terms and urged cultural solutions that focused on 
self-determination and the tying of academic achievement to racial identity-build-
ing. These solutions included building African American-centered alternative 
educational and arts-centered institutions. By 1973, CIBI had 21 small, private, 
largely tuition-driven member schools that were often part of larger community 
centers that housed independent bookstores, restaurants, grocery stores, and arts 
spaces (Doughty, 1973). The number of CIBI schools has declined since the late 
1970s, but the organization still exists and has active school members (Council of 
Independent Black Institutions, n.d.).

 The Current Race Politics of Charter Schools

A lot has changed in the landscape of public schooling in general and charter 
schooling in particular since I joined the WOCS founding group in 1996, includ-
ing massive federal efforts like No Child Left Behind, Race To The Top, and the 
Common Core. Yet little has changed in the volume and tenor of the public con-
versation—the “stale debates” (Kahlenberg & Potter, 2014a, p. SR-12)—about 
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charter schooling. This controversial reform, which serves relatively very few 
students in any particular state and nationwide, gets an incredible amount of air 
time around the seminar tables of schools of education, in the school politics blo-
gosphere, in legislative chambers, and in public conversation (Frankenberg et al., 
2010). This is, in my view, because charter schooling raises such fundamental 
questions about the scope and purpose of schooling and the role and responsibil-
ity of the state to provide for young people and their families. Particularly with 
respect to race and the charter reform, supporters and detractors find much to both 
celebrate and to malign, and their arguments just grow more emphatic—yet not 
much more nuanced—as the reform persists.

Given tenacious and enduring racial inequality in American schooling and a 
significant retreat from desegregation in schooling over the past couple of dec-
ades (Orfield, Frankenberg with Ee, & Kuscera, 2014) and lack of political will 
to change course on school segregation (Wells, Holme, Revilla, & Atanda, 2009), 
it is not surprising that many have claimed that the charter reform is part of a 
broader movement for racial justice, a new civil rights movement. Enthusiastic 
supporters of the latest round of school choice reforms in the last two dec-
ades, from early charter supporters (Nathan, 1996b) to voucher supporters from 
across the political spectrum (Holt, 2000; Paige, 2002), have tied choice to civil 
rights (Stulberg, 2006, 2008). As the Reverend and former New York City U.S. 
Representative Floyd Flake, a Democrat, said enthusiastically in 1997: “The next 
wave of the civil rights movement will be a demand for choice in schools” (quoted 
in LaCayo, 1997, p. 74 and in Stulberg, 2008, p. 97). Republicans have made the 
same connections. In May 2014, Texas Senator Ted Cruz insisted that “[s]chool 
choice is the civil rights issue of the twenty first century” (quoted in Key, 2014, 
n.p.), while the chair of the Republican National Committee, Reince Priebus 
(2014), used the occasion of the 60th anniversary of the Brown versus Board of 
Education decision in May 2014 to make the connection between civil rights and 
school choice. He urged that “education remains a civil rights issue—the civil 
rights issue of our time, and it demands action from all of us.” He continued: 
“Fighting for school choice is one of the ways to take action” (n.p.).

Others have invoked civil rights imagery to blast charter opponents. Fox News 
contributor and Hoover Institution fellow Deroy Murdock (2014) compared char-
ter opponent de Blasio to arch segregationist, Alabama Governor George Wallace, 
dubbing de Blasio “George Wallace on the Hudson”:

Just as Alabama’s segregationist Democratic governor notoriously stood in the school 
door to deny quality education to disadvantaged black children in 1963, New York’s far-
left Democrat mayor stands in the charter-school door to deny quality education to disad-
vantaged black children in 2014. De Blasio should hang his head in shame. (n.p.)

Charter supporters, in this and many examples over the past two decades, have 
mobilized the language and symbolism of civil rights to connect choice to racial 
justice.

Supporters of charter schools also claim that charters are serving students of 
color by filling in where district schools are failing: by providing safe, rigorous, 
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caring schools that prepare students of color for their adult lives, both academi-
cally and socially. This claim has been part of charter advocacy since the begin-
ning of the reform. To draw on examples from just the past couple of years: New 
York’s Democratic Governor Andrew Cuomo, speaking to a large pro-charter 
school rally of students, parents, teachers, and others in Albany in early March 
2014, linked charter schooling to the American Dream, saying: “education is what 
makes the American dream a reality… And you being here today is a tremen-
dous step in the right direction!” (quoted in Campbell, 2014, n.p; also see Decker, 
2014). Uncommon Schools, a high-performing nonprofit charter management 
organization with 44 college preparatory schools in Massachusetts, New York, and 
New Jersey, connects charter schooling with college preparation with educational 
equity:

College is crucial. We believe a Bachelor’s degree should be within reach for every young 
person in this nation.

Still today, too many students in low-income school districts struggle to get to and 
through college because they don’t have the same opportunities as students in wealthier 
neighborhoods. Every morning, the doors of our schools open to defy this injustice and to 
celebrate the achievement we know is possible. (Uncommon Schools, n.d., n.p.)

Charter schools, in this construction, serve to open up life’s possibilities to stu-
dents who are typically underserved by traditional public schools.

Finally, there are some charter advocates who make a cultural argument as to 
why charter schools succeed for students of color. In 2008, reporter David 
Whitman published the widely cited and hotly debated book, Sweating the Small 
Stuff, which was published by the conservative and pro-school choice Fordham 
Institute. In his work, Whitman (2008) makes an unusual argument in favor of a 
kind of “benevolent” (p. 39) educational and cultural “paternalism,” which he 
defines as the model of the kind of school that is a “highly prescriptive institution 
that teaches students not just how to think but how to act according to what are 
commonly termed traditional, middle-class values” (p. 3). Whitman finds that this 
kind of paternalism is one of the keys to the success of so-called “no-excuses” 
models: schools that are located in low-income communities and that are sharply 
focused on preparing students for college. These schools, he asserts, have a cul-
tural project. They are “cultural evangelists” and “culturally authoritative” (p. 38). 
School founders and staff share values with the students and communities they 
serve, Whitman argues, but people in these communities face structural barriers to 
living in accordance with these values (p. 48). “The new breed of paternalistic 
schools,” Whitman urges enthusiastically, “appears to be the single most effective 
way of closing the achievement gap” (p. 5).4

In sum, charter supporters, with disparate politics but a shared enthusiasm for 
public school choice as a mechanism for educational equity, tie charter schooling 

4Others do not make an explicitly class- or race-focused argument about culture and charter 
schooling, but they, too, are taken with the idea that some charter schools focus so explicitly on 
the teaching of values and character (e.g., Tough, 2012).
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to the unfinished business of the civil rights movement and frame charters as the 
educational and cultural solutions to the failures of traditional public schools to 
adequately serve students of color and low-income students.

On the other hand, many people have significant concerns about the ability of 
charter schools to meet the needs of students of color. One primary argument here 
is that charter schools are more segregated than their district counterparts and that 
they contribute to the substantial backslide on desegregation in this country. Gary 
Orfield (2010), Codirector of the Civil Rights Project at UCLA, argues: “The char-
ter school movement has been a major political success, but it has been a civil 
rights failure…. Though there are some remarkable and diverse charter schools, 
most are neither” (p. 1). The Civil Rights Project’s (2010) recent comprehensive 
charter school study concluded that students in charter schools are more “intensely 
segregated” by race and class than traditional public school students (p. 4), that 
charter schools “intensify patterns of isolation prevalent among traditional public 
schools” (p. 81), and that “charter schools comprise a divisive and segregated sec-
tor of our already deeply stratified public school system” (p. 85).

Others make a related argument that charter schools perpetuate inequality by 
creating haves and have-nots or by exacerbating existing disparities between stu-
dents. New York’s Mayor de Blasio, for instance, has urged that charter schools 
encourage division in an already-strained public education system where students 
and communities are competing for scare resources: “The answer is not to save 
a few of our children only…The answer is not to find an escape route that some 
can follow and others can’t. The answer is to fix the entire system” (quoted in 
Hernández, 2014, n.p.). Others argue that charter schools “skim” or “cream” the 
relatively high-performing and/or most driven students (e.g., Frankenberg et al., 
2010, p. 16; Ravitch, 2014, p. 247; Scott & DiMartino, 2009, p. 439) or the most 
involved parents, while leaving others behind in languishing district schools.

Charter skeptics also make emphatic claims that charter schools, especially those 
that serve low-income communities and communities of color, are part of a neo-
liberal attempt at privatization that would undermine public education and teach-
ers unions (for a good definition and discussion of neoliberalism and school choice, 
see Pedroni, 2007, p. 18). They point to the charter movement’s backing by some 
wealthy private donors as evidence that the reform is part of the corporatization of 
public education and part of a broader assertion of will and control by the country’s 
one percenters. As Mayor de Blasio asserted on one of New York City’s local hip 
hop stations in March 2014: “a lot of [charters] are funded by very wealthy Wall 
Street folks and others—that doesn’t mean the schools don’t do good work—but 
absolutely, there’s a very strong private sector element here” (quoted in Gonen, 
2014, n.p.). Many others echo this critique. Columnist Margaret Kimberley (2014), 
writing for the Black Agenda Report, insisted: “Charter schools are the inventions 
of rightwing corporations and foundations, and serve as profit centers for the filthy 
rich.” She continued: “Charter schools are a scam inflicted on black and Latino chil-
dren and are meant to turn education into just another profit center” (n.p.).

With this analysis, as well, critics lump charter schooling with other education 
reforms of the last 15 years, like No Child Left Behind and the Common Core. 
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Diane Ravitch, a historian of education and former school choice enthusiast who 
served as Assistant Secretary of Education in President George H.W. Bush’s admin-
istration in the early 1990s, has become one of the most prolific, fervent, and vis-
ible school choice critics in recent years. Connecting charter schooling to a broader 
movement for privatization and an “unnatural focus on testing” (p. 13), Ravitch 
(2014) responds directly to those who associate school choice with civil rights:

It defies reason to believe that Martin Luther King Jr. would march arm in arm with Wall 
Street hedge fund managers… to lead a struggle for the privatization of public education, 
the crippling of unions, and the establishment of for-profit schools. Privatization inevitably 
means deregulation, greater segregation, and less equity, with minimal oversight by public 
authorities. Privatization has typically not been a friend to powerless groups. (p. 55)

In linking privatization to testing to charter schools, Ravitch sees charter schools 
as part of a larger historical movement in American education to aggressively 
undermine public, democratic schooling.

Relatedly, charter skeptics offer strong critiques of independent groups that 
start and manage charter schools across the country: nonprofit charter management 
organizations (CMOs) and their less-prolific and struggling cousins (Scott & 
DiMartino, 2010), for-profit education management organizations (EMOs). 
Charter critic Ravitch (2014), for instance, estimates—citing data from 2010–
2011—that ~35 % of charter schools are affiliated with CMOs or EMOs, and that 
these schools serve almost half of all charter school students (p. 165).5 CREDO 
(2013) however, which also does not seem to distinguish between CMOs and 
EMOs in its accounting, estimates that the proportion of students in CMO schools 
is smaller: at about 26 % by the end of the 2010–2011 academic year (p. 20). “The 
remaining 74 percent” of students, CREDO reports, “attended independent charter 
schools” (p. 20). Exact accounting is difficult, and there is significant state-by-
state and district-by-district variation in CMO/EMO involvement in the charter 
sector (Scott & DiMartino, 2010). They do tend to have a “significant presence” in 
urban districts (Scott & DiMartino, 2010, p. 185; also see Scott, 2009). CREDO 
(2013) also reports that CMO schools’ test scores do not differ significantly from 
those of unaffiliated charter schools (p. 51).

Ravitch (2014), however, argues that CMOs and EMO “charter chains” repre-
sent the “Walmartization of American education” (p. 248, p. 321) and are discon-
nected from communities of color and ostensibly offer a one-size-fits-all approach 
that does not serve these communities well. She writes:

Charter schools should be managed by local educators and nonprofit organizations, not 
by charter chains. They should be stand-alone, community-based schools designed and 
managed by parents, teachers, and members of the local community for the children of 
that district. They should not be run like Walmart or Target. By allowing schools to oper-
ate like chains stores, states have encouraged a chain-store mentality, with standardized 

5Ravitch (2014) here does not disaggregate this data by nonprofit/for-profit status. She is not 
alone in employing this rhetorical device that elides nonprofit and for-profit charter organizations 
(e.g., Scott, 2009, 2012).
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management and standardized practices… Schooling is not a commodity that can be 
packaged and distributed across the nation, a standard product that is not responsive to 
individual children and local needs. (pp. 250–251)

Charter skeptic and researcher, Janelle T. Scott, offers, in an article with a col-
league, a similar critique:

Although uniform practices are common in corporate settings, in public school settings, 
tension can emerge when brand homogeneity conflicts with local desires to shape the 
schooling environments according to the needs of particular students or communities, or to 
reflect particular racial, cultural, or linguistic identities. (Scott & DiMartino, 2009, p. 440)

In their view, the ambitions of these management organizations and their ostensi-
ble desire to build an “identifiable brand” (p. 440) can supercede local community 
needs and input. This critique draws on the claim that management organiza-
tion leaders tend not to come from the communities they serve. Scott (2013), for 
instance, writes that: “a new generation of privatized charter schools has emerged, 
largely advocated by a network of elite, white, and male philanthropists, entrepre-
neurs, and policy makers” (p. 12).

Finally, charter skeptics and opponents claim that charter schools advance 
“white middle class” values and that this is disastrously detrimental to students and 
communities of color. This is an argument that can be heard quite frequently in 
informal ways, for instance, in students’ class comments at schools of education; it 
is much more difficult to find it in print, especially by scholars. The example I offer 
here is from the annual meeting of the American Educational Research Association 
(AERA) in the spring of 2011. During the New Orleans gathering of thousands of 
education scholars, I attended a session on neoliberalism. As the session began, 
the panelists, quite predictably, launched into their abundant critiques of charter 
schools. Finally, an audience member raised his hand and said that he had con-
ducted research on a number of schools in the KIPP network and that the panelists’ 
comments did not ring true to his experience in these schools. He asked if any of 
the panelists had been inside one of the schools they spoke so knowingly about. 
One of the panelists responded (and I am paraphrasing here), without any irony 
whatsoever, that he did not need to witness Nazi concentration camps to know that 
Hitler was a bad man. In this researcher’s reckless analogy between Hitler and 
KIPP’s cofounders Dave Levin and Mike Feinberg was an implicit argument that 
charter schools were perpetrators of cultural genocide. This example from AERA is 
not an extreme outlier in the way that charter critics understand the cultural project 
of charter schools, especially those associated with so-called “no excuses” models.

 Complicating the Current Conversation: An Appeal  
to History

My most significant frustration with the current scholarly and public conversa-
tion on charter schools is that it does not allow for complex analysis and nuanced 
discussion.
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To be sure, many have done careful research on school choice and do not have 
a political ax to grind. But, many—including those whose livelihood should rest 
on their ability to do careful research and make grounded claims—have been irre-
sponsible and anti-intellectual when it comes to school choice research. Many 
speak publicly from a place of ideology rather than inquiry, and many let their 
colleagues and students get away with shoddy reasoning and substandard research. 
The example I cite above at the annual AERA meeting is a perfect illustration of 
this: In a room full of education researchers, the speaker who invoked Hitler made 
clear that he did not need data in order to speak as an expert in this case.

More than two decades into the charter school reform, we still cannot get to a 
place where the standard is rigorous, responsible, measured, complicated public 
conversation, or scholarship about this complex reform. This needs to end. I think 
that an appeal to history can help (Stulberg, 2004).6

First, we need to draw a more complicated historical connection between 
school choice and desegregation. While it is an easy political win and a nice 
rhetorical move for choice skeptics to say that charter schools can be connected 
to the kind of school choice maneuvers that were the last-gasp attempts of seg-
regationists in the South after Brown (e.g., Bonastia, 2012), this does not repre-
sent the only way that school choice was mobilized in the years following Brown. 
Nor is it historically accurate to suggest that African American communities have 
sought school desegregation at all costs. They have not. From the community con-
trol movement and the African American independent school movement (among 
other examples), we can see that African Americans have advocated for alterna-
tives, especially when facing an extreme lack of public political will for deseg-
regation. This does not mean that racial integration in school is not important. It 
is clearly for a number of short- and long-term educational, social, political, and 
economic reasons (Brief of…, n.d.; Wells et al., 2009). But integration has never 
been the full metric by which African Americans and other communities of color 
have measured their educational progress and success, in the years preceding (e.g., 
Du Bois, 1935; Walker, 1996; Woodson, 1933) or following Brown. It is important 
to broaden the desegregation framework if we are to fully understand the experi-
ence of students and communities of color in public schools—including schools of 
choice (also see Rofes & Stulberg, 2004).

Drawing on the historical cases I have studied, we can see that African 
American communities after Brown have used school choice for their own pur-
poses, where their focus was generally not desegregated schooling. These exam-
ples demonstrate that we need to move beyond an easy connection of choice to 
white supremacy after Brown. African Americans and Latinos in New York after 
Brown turned to community control only when they knew there was virtually no 
political will for a broad desegregation movement. Many had fought for years for 
desegregated schooling for their children and their communities. When it was clear 
that the city was not going to fulfill its desegregation promise, school advocates 

6Empirical discussion in this section draws on my work in Stulberg (2008).
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shifted gears. As an East Harlem education activist said in 1966, parents who 
demanded community control were essentially saying to New York school leaders:

We recognize, that though your policy is quality integrated education, you cannot deliver. 
Therefore, we know we will have segregated school. In that case we want a segregated 
school that will deliver quality education, the kind that will assure our children the oppor-
tunity to advance in the world. (quoted in Stulberg, 2008, p. 42)

Others who supported community control, like activist Stokely Carmichael and his 
coauthor, historian Charles V. Hamilton (1967), saw Black control of community 
institutions as a step on the way to more meaningful integration: “Before a group 
can enter the open society,” they wrote, “it must first close ranks” (p. 44; quoted in 
Stulberg, 2008, p. 44. Italics omitted).

The African American independent school movement was also a form of post-
Brown African American school choice that was decidedly non-desegregation 
focused in its approach to schooling and that was, like public school community 
control, a response to the failure of public schooling to serve African American 
students. The schools themselves often excluded white staff members (Bowers, 
1984), took an African-centered approach to curriculum and programming, and 
taught a strong connection between racial identity and academic identity by teach-
ing children that their Blackness was intricately connected to their ability to love 
learning and excel at it. The CIBI model was grounded in the concept of edu-
cational self-determination. As students in CIBI schools recited every day in a 
pledge that was written in 1980: “We are an African people struggling for national 
liberation…. Our commitment is to self-determination, self-defense and self-
respect for our race” (quoted in Stulberg, 2008, p. 63).

Turning to history also teaches us that the distinction between public and pri-
vate education is messy. It teaches us that private involvement has always been 
a part of American public education, often in the form of private for-profit inter-
ests in education (Scott & DiMartino, 2009, 2010; Tyack & Cuban, 1995). It also 
teaches us that African American activists have never been dedicated to public 
schooling at all costs. The state has always played a complicated role—and abdi-
cated its responsibility in serious ways—in African American education.

Charter schools certainly have no monopoly on the substantial involvement 
of private wealth in public education. This observation is not meant to let char-
ter schools off the hook; it is simply meant to point out that charter schools are 
part of a much broader trend. We should have a strong, progressive state that truly 
takes responsibility for the education of all children and does not rely on targeted 
private subsidy in the way it does now (Stulberg, 2008). Yet, these examples of 
private involvement abound in public schooling. Parents themselves supplement 
public school budgets with their private donations. As a 2011 report by the New 
York City Charter School Center compared:

Bronx Community Charter School, for example, reported over $380,000 in fundraising in fis-
cal year 2008–2009, while the parents’ organization at PS 334, a gifted and talented district 
school on the Upper West Side, reported over $500,000 in revenue during that same year. (p. 7)
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School auction fund-raisers at district schools, too, can raise hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars at a time (Medina, 2008). For-profit companies and commer-
cial brands, as well, are heavily enmeshed in public education. Janelle Scott and 
Catherine DiMartino (2009), for instance, reported: “In 2003, Mayor Bloomberg 
signed a contract with Snapple, making it the only beverage brand sold in the 
city’s public schools. In exchange… New York City received a 30 % commission 
and $3 million donated annually to school sports programs” (p. 445). So, too, as 
urban districts across the country struggle to support high-quality education for 
their students, individual private donors have stepped in to fill the financial gap. 
Facebook mogul Mark Zuckerberg’s $100 million challenge pledge in 2010 to the 
Newark public school district—also intricately connected to charter school politics 
there—is perhaps the most substantial example here (see, e.g., Russakoff, 2014).

Historically, and with respect to African American education, both pub-
lic school community control and IBIs were an acknowledgement that the state 
was relinquishing its responsibility to educate African American children. Private 
involvement came in the form of foundation support, from the Ford Foundation 
and others, and tuition-driven schooling. Yet even the independent schools that 
were the most critical of the state to serve African American communities some-
times needed public support to stay solvent, like federal Title I support and public 
funds for youth programming (Gittell, 1970; Parsons, 1970).

So, when charter skeptics bemoan the involvement of private interests in public 
education, it is important to remember that it has always been there: in public edu-
cation in general and African American education in particular, there has always 
been a messy connection between the public and the private sphere. If we hope 
to get private interests and actors out of public education, we should be engaged 
in a much broader conversation. We also should learn from history that African 
American communities have never wholly trusted the public sphere to meet their 
educational needs and interests.

Third, turning to history, we see that the cultural debates about so-called “no 
excuses” charter models and CMOs/EMOs and the involvement of charter lead-
ers who are not “from the community” are part of a longer historical conversation 
about culture and African American schooling and about who counts as a legiti-
mate ally in racial justice movements.

African American critics of public schooling have always included cultural 
analyses of the impact of these schools on racial identity (e.g., Woodson, 1933). 
They have sought to build intentional communities around alternative visions of 
education, ones that take seriously that culture and values matter and must be 
taught in alternative ways through schools. This has always involved conversations 
about how this community was defined: about the role that white people could 
play in these movements either at the center, as allies, or coalition partners, for 
instance (see, e.g., Van Deburg, 1992); or the harm that African American leaders 
who did not have community interests at heart could cause to Black communi-
ties (Carmichael & Hamilton, 1967). The public school community control move-
ment and the Council of Independent Black Institutions resolved these questions 
in different ways. For instance, there were a substantial number of white teachers 
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involved in the New York community control movement. These historical exam-
ples raise questions about how we define community for purposes of involvement 
in and leadership of African American school choice efforts.

From history we can understand, too, that choice efforts led by African 
Americans to improve African American education have always involved 
strange bedfellows. New York’s community control movement had the back-
ing of a Republican mayor, the Ford Foundation, and Black Power activists like 
Carmichael and others. CIBI-affiliated African American independent schools 
occasionally needed foundation and state support, even as their founders doubted 
that the American state could ever serve African American interests. One of the 
reasons why the Ocean Hill–Brownsville conflict was so painful for so many 
liberals is that it seemed to break up the alliance between organized labor and 
civil rights activists (see Kahlenberg, 2007; Perlstein, 2004). Certainly, African 
Americans looking for educational excellence and self-determination have not 
been union supporters at any cost. This same split between unions and African 
American choice advocates is echoed in the modern choice movement (see, e.g., 
Pedroni, 2007, p. 39).

Finally, history helps us have a more complicated conversation about parent 
agency and school choice. In the current debate on charter schools—and vouch-
ers, for that matter—choice skeptics often talk about parents who choose charter 
schools as if they have been duped by corporate interests and neoliberals into mak-
ing choices that are against their best interests. Reporting on the Albany March 
2014 charter school rally attended by Governor Cuomo and the pro-charter local 
television ads that began to air around the same time, for example, focused on 
their wealthy advocates and backers (Lewis, 2014). Charter critics targeted the 
organization that funded the ads, Families for Excellent Schools, calling its grass-
roots connections into question. Steve Nelson (2014), head of a selective pri-
vate school in Manhattan, wrote: “The campaign is calculated propaganda. The 
only ‘family’ materially involved in this organization is the Walton family…” of 
Walmart fortune. He continued by framing the involvement of pro-charter families 
this way: “The parents and children who appear in these ads may well be sincere, 
but they are pawns in a much larger game” (n.p.). Ravitch (2014), too, character-
izes parents this way, writing:

When public hearings are conducted about charter schools in New York City and Los 
Angeles, charter operators send busloads of their students and parents wearing identical 
T-shirts to the hearings to demand more charter schools, more funding, and less regulation 
and oversight. When New York City held public hearings about closing public schools, the 
same brigades of charter students and parents arrived in buses to support the school closing 
to provide more free space for charters. If public schools used their students to engage in the 
same political lobbying, their principals would be brought up on charges and fired. (p. 307)

Writing that choice does not have a “popular base” (p. 317), Ravitch describes the 
millions of parents who chose charter schools for their children or who advocate 
for these schools of choice as if they have no agency.

The community control and African American independent school move-
ments remind us that parents and education advocates of color have always made 
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strategic choices about schooling, assessing political will and structural constraints 
and backing efforts that work best for them within what seems possible. To offer 
another example from more recent history: Scholar Thomas C. Pedroni (2007), 
who is not a school voucher enthusiast by any means, nevertheless provides one 
of the most nuanced accounts of African American parents’ embrace of some cur-
rent school choice reforms. Using the case of the Milwaukee voucher movement, 
begun in the early 1990s, Pedroni seeks to understand why parents might align 
with political actors with whom they share very little, like the conservative foun-
dations, politicians, and scholars who enthusiastically backed private vouchers in 
Milwaukee and elsewhere. His argument is that these parents and activists exer-
cise substantial agency in this choice, making “tactical” decisions (p. 40) about the 
education of their children and their communities. He writes:

This movement to vouchers, like other historical struggles for quality education in which 
communities of color have engaged, is a product of parents’ agency on a social and edu-
cational terrain over which they have had little control. I argue that African American 
investment in vouchers is a momentary strategy chosen in the context of a largely correct 
reading of the powerful political and educational dynamics currently driving educational 
reform in the United States. (p. 4)

Pedroni’s reading is in line with historical examples of the ways in which African 
American parents and education advocates have made strategic choices. It is not, 
however, in line with the current popular discourse on the role (or lack thereof) 
that charter school parents of color play in the choices they make for their 
children.

 Conclusion

Many legitimate questions about race and charter schools remain. These require 
empirical investigations and reasoned conversations. Most of these are questions 
we should be asking of public education more broadly. These questions include: 
How can we increase political will for true school integration and how do parents’ 
school choices help or undermine this? How can public support for and involve-
ment in the education of our nation’s children increase rather than detract from 
the democratization of American schooling? How do schools “teach” culture and 
racial identity and connect it to educational achievement? How can parents and 
communities feel invested in and ownership of their schools? How can higher 
education become affordable enough and teaching and educational administration 
become high-prestige enough so that low-income college graduates and graduates 
of color are inclined to commit to education as a profession? How do the demo-
graphic backgrounds of teachers and school leaders impact their orientation to 
teaching and learning?

We are not yet, even more than 20 years into the charter reform, at a place 
where we can have these conversations in a productive way. The current polarized 
public debate is not helping us build a responsible, rigorous, complicated research 
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agenda. As education writers Kahlenberg & Potter (2014b) recently argued, these 
“charter schools wars” are not helping us build better public schools, either, and 
both “sides” are to blame. In my view, charter supporters often feel threatened by 
any criticism, and charter critics often refuse to give up any ground and to seek 
empirical evidence for the claims they make. Hopefully, turning to history can 
help.
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Most Americans are at least dimly aware of the “separate but equal” doctrine, 
the notorious chapter in U.S. history that the Brown v. Board of Education deci-
sion intended to end, and are occasionally reminded of persistent difficulties 
faced by African-American students when using education in a bid for upward 
social mobility. Meanwhile, another group of minority Americans, those of Asian 
descent, have been extolled for some four decades as whiz kids, dubbed the 
“model minority” because of their impressive academic achievement in K-12 and 
on through college, graduate, and professional schools. Accompanying this seem-
ingly benign model minority construction is the stereotype of docile, compliant, 
and studious Asian American students who seldom stray from their books to com-
plain or protest.

Thus, an invidious comparison has been set up among different groups of U.S. 
minorities that showcases a “successful” minority, Asian Americans, for the appar-
ent purpose of denigrating the character of “failed” minorities, in so doing also 
mitigating societal responsibility for the consequences of institutionalized racism, 
such as segregated schooling, that the Brown decision aggressively addressed. It 
is important to deconstruct this dangerous setup and recall some history that has 
been largely erased, namely that Asian American children in the early twentieth 
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century were also forced to attend segregated schools in California. In addition, 
careful analysis of the composition of the current generation of Asian American 
high academic achievers and concrete explanations for their success are needed 
without resorting to facile culturalist arguments.

 School Segregation and Asian American Students

It is generally not known in American public opinion, not even in educational cir-
cles, that in the late nineteenth, early twentieth century California, where most 
Chinese and Japanese immigrants had settled, Asian American children were 
sometimes forced into segregated schools. Although the practice was uneven 
and sporadic, and nowhere approached the near universal extent and persistence 
of segregated schooling imposed on black children in the country, Chinese and 
Japanese families fought hard against what they correctly perceived as blatant and 
illegal discrimination. Asian immigrant parents understood that their American-
born children were automatic birthright citizens by virtue of the equal protection 
clause of the Fourteenth Amendment, even as they themselves, as immigrants born 
abroad, were denied access to citizenship by the U.S. Naturalization Law of 1790, 
which restricted citizenship to “white” newcomers (Odo, 2002, pp. 13–14).

By the late 1870s, there were some 3000 Chinese children and youth, ages 5 
to 17; many were still of school age, while others, not surprisingly, were already 
in the workforce. Around 1878, a group of 1,300 California Chinese merchants, 
mostly in the San Francisco and Sacramento areas, noting that they had paid more 
than $42,000 in state taxes, petitioned the state Senate and Assembly to establish 
“separate schools” if the state was unwilling to admit these children into schools 
for whites (Odo, 2002, pp. 49–50). This move represented an explicit desire on the 
part of Chinese community leaders for their children to be educated in America 
and to learn English, as well as a tacit acceptance of racial segregation already in 
practice in California and that included the public schools. Up to then, the only 
schools available to the Chinese were those operated by missionaries, some of 
which actually operated with public money. These schools were primarily inter-
ested in teaching English to youth and young adults as a conversion strategy, while 
Chinese merchants saw the acquisition of some English by their adult sons as an 
essential business strategy.

But many of these students did not relish the long hours praying and reading 
the Bible, leading some community leaders to push for nonreligious schools in the 
public education system. This initial request encountered strenuous opposition in 
local public opinion, as the movement for Chinese exclusion was already gather-
ing momentum in the late 1870s, and would culminate in the Chinese Exclusion 
Act of 1882. A San Francisco newspaper, the Daily Morning Mail, warned the 
public about giving Chinese access to public education, noting that the “Chinese 
race,” is “striving to take root in the soil. They desire or profess to desire, to min-
gle their youth with ours, with a view, doubtless, to more thorough assimilation in 
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the body politic” (Ngai, 2010, p. 48). In other words, acculturation and assimila-
tion of the Chinese via the public schools was seen as anathema to the goal of 
Chinese exclusion, the end game of the mounting racist, anti-Chinese movement.

The bid for a public education for Mamie and Frank Tape of San Francisco, 
captured by historian Mae Ngai in her family biography, illustrates the story of 
one Chinese American family’s struggle to overcome racial segregation in school-
ing in the late nineteenth century (Ngai, 2010, pp. 43–57). By 1884, Mamie was 
eight, her brother Frank six. Initially, they were tutored at home in arithmetic and 
reading by a young white American woman who had befriended her neighbor and 
the children’s parents, Joseph and Mary Tape. This was a totally atypical Chinese 
family for the times: Joseph, who had arrived in California as a penniless kid of 
12 from a south China village in 1864, worked in transportation for the Pacific 
Mail, while Mary, a young runaway from her penurious Chinese home and raised 
by white missionary parents, was an artist and photographer. They were practic-
ing Christians and self-described as totally Americanized (that is, white accultur-
ated). Joseph bragged about cutting his queue, and hence his ties to China and 
perceived heathenness, while Mary had long forsaken the Chinese name she must 
have received from her birth parents, preferring to identify as white-sounding 
Mary McGladery. A fluent English speaker, Mary also wrote English with ease. 
In short, they built a comfortable, prosperous, bourgeois, English-speaking home 
for their family, soon to include two more siblings for Mary and Frank. The Tapes 
lived near but not in Chinatown, often in mixed-race neighborhoods. But the Tapes 
did not entirely distance themselves from other Chinese; after all, Joseph occa-
sionally did interpreting work for the Chinese consulate after it was established in 
1878, and Mary knew in her heart that, given the prevailing racism of society, her 
Chinese children would probably have to find Chinese mates.

One fine day in September 1884, Mary took Mamie to register for school at the 
Spring Valley Primary School on Union Street. Perhaps she believed that her highly 
acculturated, English-speaking family, Americans “except in features” in Mary’s 
own inimitable phrasing, would protect them from Chinese exclusion, the act passed 
just 2 years prior. But Miss Hurley, the principal, refused to admit little Mamie, 
who, despite speaking fluent English and being dressed in a pretty checkered pina-
fore with a ribbon in her braids, had features that marked her as Chinese. The prin-
cipal seemed undeterred by the new state law that entitled all children in the state 
to a public education, confident, indeed, that she was upholding the views of her 
boss, school superintendent Andrew Jackson Moulder, already known for his racist 
views “to resist, to defeat and to prohibit… the admission of Africans, Chinese and 
Diggers [Miwok Indians] into our white schools” (Ngai, 2010, p. 50). At this time, 
when an estimated 1000 Chinese were of school age, the San Francisco superinten-
dent of public schools was digging his heels in deeper.

Joseph first appealed to the Chinese consulate for help in protesting the illegal 
exclusion of his children from public schools, and won the attention of vice consul 
Fredrick A. Bee, a white attorney who often sued on behalf of Chinese individu-
als and organizations against discriminatory immigration laws and civil rights vio-
lations. In the protest he lodged with the San Francisco school board, he pointedly 
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noted that the exclusion of Mamie from Spring Valley Primary School was “incon-
sistent with the treaties, Constitution and laws of the United States, especially so in 
this case as the child is native-born,” and hence, a U.S. citizen (Ngai, 2010, p. 51). 
When the city school board, backed by the state superintendent of education, not 
only upheld the exclusion, but reiterated to other principals to follow Hurley’s exam-
ple “under pain of dismissal,” it left Joseph no further option but to retain prominent 
lawyer William Gibson to sue on behalf of Mamie, who became famous in the local 
press as “That Chinese Girl” in the well-covered Tape v. Hurley case.

Lawyer Gibson argued that excluding Mamie violated California’s 1880 educa-
tion law as well as the Fourteenth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution. Joseph 
argued that his family members were in fact so Americanized—in language, dress, 
daily habits—that they could hardly be equated with excludable Chinese of “filthy 
habits” and “contagious diseases.” Despite widespread public opinion against 
school integration for the Chinese, some white Americans did come out publicly 
in support of those, like Mamie, who were citizens by birth and entitled to all citi-
zenship’s benefits and privileges, including a free public education.

Citing the equal protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment, state law, and 
the taxes Chinese residents paid, California Superior Court and Supreme Court 
both ruled in Mamie’s favor. But it was a pyrrhic victory, because the courts also 
tacitly acknowledged the validity of “separate but equal” that undergirded racial 
segregation in American public life, soon to be legitimated constitutionally in 
Plessy v. Ferguson in 1896. California politicians quickly responded by passing 
legislation to establish separate schools for “children of Chinese and Mongolian 
descent,” setting the stage for opening the Chinese Primary School on the edge 
of Chinatown. After being rebuffed again by Principal Hurley at Spring Valley as 
well as by the ever racist Superintendent Moulder, after Mary’s clearly agitated 
protestation to the American public via a newspaper letter that “Mamie Tape will 
never attend any of the Chinese schools of your making!”, the Tapes relented and 
sent Mamie as well as younger brother Frank to the Chinese Primary School when 
it opened at the edge of Chinatown on April 15, 1885, the first two students to 
arrive.

Five years later, in 1890, the Chinese Primary School had more than 100 stu-
dents, almost all male, except for Mamie and one other girl, who soon dropped 
out. Although these highly acculturated siblings continued to stand out from their 
peers, they were also becoming more Sinicized, finding it necessary to learn the 
Cantonese of their classmates. Occasionally, they even wore Chinese-style clothes 
to school, though not the shabby wear of poor classmates; rather, they boasted the 
latest styles from cosmopolitan Shanghai. In this way, Mamie and Frank finished 
primary school, while younger siblings Emily and Gertrude were poised to follow 
suite to attend the segregated Chinese school. Mamie and Frank probably could 
have gone on to attend a public high school, as a few Chinese teens were already 
doing, but their parents thought otherwise. They moved the family to nearby 
Berkeley, where Chinese could buy property and attend regular public schools.

In California at the end of the nineteenth century, a few other municipalities 
like Sacramento followed San Francisco’s example of compelling Chinese 
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children to attend segregated Chinese schools, along the model of what was 
imposed on black and Native American children. Others like Berkeley, as the 
Tapes discovered, had moved on toward integration. Meanwhile, in San Francisco, 
some Chinese children attended mandated, then de facto, segregated schools 
through World War II. A school study in 1947 concluded that while formal 
segregation for the Chinese had ended, residential segregation rendered one public 
school 100 % Chinese (Wollenberg, 1995a, p. 9).

Like the Chinese at the dawn of the twentieth century, Japanese children in San 
Francisco were also compelled into segregated schooling. In 1907, when 10-year-
old Keikichi Aoki, with the help of the U.S. Attorney’s office, attempted to enroll 
in a San Francisco elementary school, he was rebuffed by the Board of Education. 
The board president explained that “because of state law providing for an Oriental 
school, this boy cannot be admitted” (Wollenberg, 1995b, p. 13). He further cited 
Section 1662 of the California Education Act, which allowed school districts to 
establish separate schools for “children of Mongolian or Chinese descent,” the 
term Mongolian apparently standing in for Japanese and all other Asians (p. 13). 
The lawyer’s insistence that Japanese were not Mongolian, hence Aoki should not 
be forced into segregated schools, went unheeded.

Aoki’s parents were protesting because the board had decided in October 
1906 to concentrate all Chinese, Japanese, and Korean children in the “Oriental 
Public School” located in Chinatown. Only two of the city’s 93 Japanese families 
complied, while all the handful of Koreans showed up. Eventually, President 
Teddy Roosevelt himself intervened to forestall a brewing international crisis, 
because Japan, which had just defeated Russia, a Western power, was in no mood 
to have its citizens pushed around in the U.S. By the 1920s, apart from the few 
small districts in Sacramento County that still maintained “Oriental schools,” 
all but 575 of the 30,000 or so Japanese nisei children (nisei meaning U.S. 
born, hence U.S. citizens) in California were attending regular public schools 
(Wollenberg, 1995b, p. 26).

Ironically, having escaped segregated schools, nisei children were rudely 
yanked back into de facto segregated schools when they had to accompany their 
issei (immigrants denied citizenship) parents into the concentration camps set up 
by the federal government for all West Coast Japanese families during the war 
years. The War Relocation Authority (WRA), which operated the camps, found 
itself suddenly responsible for the education of some 25,000 Japanese American 
schoolchildren, almost all U.S. citizens. By the very nature of relocation and 
internment, of course, the WRA schools were racially segregated, operating 
behind barbed wire and often in unheated, flimsy classrooms, with severe short-
ages of textbooks, supplies, and teachers. The ever-resourceful Japanese parents 
soon found ways and means to improve these schools, so that when the camps 
closed after the war, their children returned to integrated public schools and began 
to thrive (Hirabayashi, 1991; Wollenberg, 1995b, pp. 24–27).

In this brief historical survey of Chinese and Japanese American experience 
with U.S. public education, certain facts stand out: many Asian Americans are 
intensely interested in education and will resort to any means at their disposal to 
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obtain it, and, at the same time, fight discriminatory practices and policies, notably 
segregated schools. Nevertheless, as a group they were pragmatic enough to accept 
segregated schools if that was all they had.

History is full of twists and turns, and so it was with the trajectory of Asian 
Americans and education. By the late 1960s, when segregated schooling was 
long behind them, high-achieving Japanese and Chinese students in American 
schools began to attract attention from educators, media, and the general public. 
These longtime Asian Americans were soon joined by waves of new Asian immi-
grants arriving after the 1965 reforms that finally ended the long exclusion of 
Asian immigrants (for the Chinese in 1882, for all the other Asians since 1924). 
Collectively, Asian American students boosted test scores, graduation rates, and 
matriculation at the nation’s most selective public and private universities, and 
soon in medical, law, business, and other professional schools as well. Within 
10 years of bursting on the scene, the Asian American “model minority” had satu-
rated the media, with every major outlet from print to television vying to sing their 
praises (Chun, 1995; Suzuki, 1995). The attention continues unabated to this day. 
In the 2003 USA Today’s Academic High School All-Stars, for example, 12 of the 
top 20 students were Asian Americans (2003 All-USA, 2003). While many Asian 
American community leaders and activists, students, and educators are under-
standably wary of the “model minority” label, given this country’s unsavory use 
of stereotypes against the interests of minority groups, it would also be disingenu-
ous to dismiss irrefutable evidence of Asian American academic achievements 
that underlie this new social construction and fail to examine this phenomenon 
dispassionately.

 Asian Americans and Contemporary Education

Dramatic and profound changes to the Asian American population have occurred 
since the immigration law reforms of 1965. Today it is the fastest growing non-
white population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2013a), at a rate of more than 100 % per 
decade since the 1970s. This population has exceeded 18 million, from barely one 
million in total when the reforms were enacted, to more than 5 % of the total U.S. 
population in 2013 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2014). Distributed not just bi-coastally 
but all over the United States, this category has also become incredibly diverse, 
ranging from the early Chinese and Japanese to now well over 20 ethnicities1 
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2012), with more religions, languages, and cultural frame-
works. Over 90 % of this population is comprised of immigrants or children of 
immigrants (Zhou & Xiong, 2007), so transnational ties with homeland cultures 
and places remain strong. English is not necessarily the preferred language at 

1The most populous dozen of these ethnic groups are Chinese, Filipino, Asian Indian, 
Vietnamese, Korean, Japanese, Other Asian, Pakistani, Cambodian, Hmong, Thai, and Laotian 
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2012, Table 6).



131An Asian American Perspective on Segregated Schooling …

home. Although most have come as voluntary immigrants after the civil rights 
movement, usually as families and eligible to become citizens regardless of race, 
nearly half of U.S. refugee arrivals between 2000 and 2010 were Asian born 
(Batalova, 2011). The gender ratio of Asian Americans favors women; the median 
age is young; and the average family size is larger than the national average 
(Batalova, 2011; Hune & Chan, 1997). Unlike immigrants of the last century, who 
were mostly men arriving without families for manual labor and small businesses, 
today, families are the norm. While laborers continue to arrive for menial jobs in 
restaurants and sweatshops, many more come armed with high levels of education, 
acquire more degrees upon arriving in America, and expect their children to aim 
even higher.

Among these new Asian immigrants, the Chinese present a specially nuanced 
picture. Beginning with a trickle in the late 1950s and early 1960s, they grew into 
a veritable rush in the eighties and nineties. No longer just from a few counties 
in south China, they came from all over China as well as from the vast Chinese 
diaspora in Hong Kong, Taiwan, Southeast Asia, Central and South America, the 
Caribbean and Canada, the Asia-Pacific, Africa, and Europe, destined to all parts 
of the United States. Many came as students and as professionals, already highly 
educated in their home country. The transformation began immediately after the 
postwar years, when U.S. policy-makers articulated a new approach to selecting 
Chinese immigrants as the Cold War emerged. They argued that well-educated 
Chinese refugees fleeing communism who were stranded in Hong Kong or had 
relocated to Taiwan—so-called “intellectuals”—constituted “the best type of 
Chinese” to welcome as immigrants to the U.S. (Hsu, 2015; see also Hu-DeHart, 
2015).

These basic characteristics alone underscore the fundamental differences 
between today’s immigrants and the male manual laborers of yesteryear some 
150 years ago. Another stark contrast is in the social environment of the two peri-
ods. Nineteenth-century Asian immigrants came into an America that was being 
defined by the Civil War and the end of slavery, which then quickly morphed into 
a century of racial segregation designed primarily for former slaves, but which 
also swept in the racialized Asians. However, late twentieth century immigrants 
like the Chinese benefitted from the Civil Rights movement that dismantled 
American apartheid and devised policies such as affirmative action to force open 
access to education, business, and good jobs.

Because of immigration preferences for well-educated, highly skilled workers 
and professionals, many of the Asian newcomers brought with them sufficient cul-
tural capital, even if not always financial capital, to immediately claim and invest 
in the opportunities opened up by affirmative action. It is not unusual to arrive 
in the U.S. with a college or advanced or professional degree, or remain in the 
U.S. after having obtained these degrees. Given their income, many Asian new-
comers can afford to live in middle class and affluent suburbs, and attend school 
with mostly white and other Asian students, or opt for private or parochial schools. 
Not surprisingly, these students take a large load of college prep courses, piling 
on Advanced Placement courses as fast as the College Board can invent them.  
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Since the 1970s, Asian Americans have consistently scored higher than whites 
and all other groups in SAT Math, and they pulled alongside whites in SAT Verbal 
by the 1990s (see College Board, 2014). By the century’s end, these students had 
the lowest absenteeism and the lowest dropout rates. Only 6 % of 19-year-old 
Asian Americans were not in school, compared to 26 % of Latinos, who were at 
the other extreme (Kao & Tienda, 1995; Kao, Tienda, & Schneider, 1996, p. 271; 
Ong, 2000, p. 324, Pang, 1995, p. 418; Wong, 1990, p. 362). These patterns have 
continued to prevail into the new century.

With this kind of high school background, no wonder Asian Americans had by 
far the highest college enrollment rate entering the twenty-first century, at 55 %, 
compared to only 36 for whites, 30 for African-Americans, and 22 for Latinos. 
Even more impressive were the figures for the most selective public and private 
universities: by the early twenty-first century, Asian Americans constituted 39 % 
of all students at Berkeley, 22 % at Stanford, 19 % at Harvard, 17 % at Yale, and 
28 % at MIT. It follows that Asian Americans have by far the highest percentage 
of B.A. degrees, more than even for whites, and, at more than 10 %, earn more 
than their 5 % proportion of the national population in degrees earned in science 
and engineering, 40 % or more in medicine, and at least 30 % in law (Hune & 
Chan, 1997, pp. 45, 53−55; Hsia, 1988a, p. 165, 1988b, p. 119; Ong, 2000,  
pp. 326–328).2 Together with graduate students from Asia, they earn 25 % of all 
research doctorates granted in the United States (Pew Research Center, 2012). 
This is important because many of these newly minted Ph.D.s apply for U.S. 
residency and eventually citizenship; their children swell the ranks of the Asian 
American high achievers in high school and college.

Characteristics associated with the model minority construction can be found 
primarily among the five largest groups of Asian Americans. These are Chinese, 
Filipino, Asian Indian, and Korean, all post 1965 voluntary immigrants, as well as the 
children of Vietnamese refugees (U.S. Census Bureau, 2012; see also Caplan, Choy, 
& Whitmore, 1991). In these families, the immigrant ethos predominates; together 
with parents’ high socioeconomic status (SES) measured by income and education, 
these two factors together and separately explain much of the students’ success.

At the other end of the spectrum are the rest of the refugees—Cambodians, 
Laotians, Hmong, whose experiences with schooling resemble those of many 
other urban minorities, black and Latino, except that these Asian refugees’ low 
academic attainment and general poverty are rarely noticed (see Teranishi, 
Nguyen, & Alcantar, this volume). In short, Asian Americans today exhibit a 
bimodal pattern, but the low end has been rendered practically invisible by the big 
brush that problematically paints the broad “model minority” canvas that covers 
this very diverse category (Hune & Chan, 1997, p. 60; Pang, 1995, pp. 412–416; 
Wong, 1990, p. 357).

Intrigued by the highest-achieving Asian American groups plus the fast-ris-
ing Vietnamese, the Educational Testing Service conducted a survey in 1997 to 

2For comparative statistics on undergraduate degrees earned see Top 100 degree producers, 2003. 
Part I: Undergraduate Degrees (2003, 5 June). Black Issues in Higher Education, 20(8).
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uncover specific factors that could explain their impressive academic achievement. 
The South Asian community is perhaps most revealing. Almost all of them are 
recent immigrants, and the parents’ pre-migration educational attainments and pro-
fessional skills are reinforced by English proficiency, the result of an educational 
system derived from centuries of British colonialism. (A similar advantage can be 
found in well-educated Filipino immigrants, whose families became English pro-
ficient under American colonialism in the first half of the twentieth century.) At 
the end of the twentieth century, a survey conducted by the Educational Testing 
Service disclosed that fully 87 % of South Asian fathers had a college degree or 
higher, and an astounding 41 % of them had Ph.D.s. Another 32 % had a  master’s 
degree. Of South Asian mothers, 70 % had a bachelor’s or master’s, and 10 %  
had Ph.D.s. Not surprisingly, fully 100 % of these parents expected their children 
to earn college degrees or higher, making no distinction among sons or daughters 
(Kim, 1997, pp. 8–10).

Psychologists Stanley Sue and Sumi Okazaki argue that because Asian 
immigrants are cognizant of American discrimination against racialized 
minorities, including themselves, they respond by using educational credentials to 
optimize opportunities in education-dependent careers in science and technology, 
engineering, and accounting, eschewing those that require more proficient English 
communication and writing abilities. In other words, Asian immigrants stress 
education because of its “relative functionalism” for upward mobility. It works 
because it enables them to circumvent the effect of exclusion in non-education-
dependent pursuits (e.g., sports, entertainment, politics) (Sue & Okazaki, 1995). 
Sociologist Grace Kao further notes that “relative functionalism” is the other side 
of the “blocked opportunity” theory often used to explain why longtime U.S. 
minorities, such as African-Americans and Chicanos, do not place the same faith 
in education, given their lengthy past experience with racism (Kao, 1998; Kao & 
Tienda, 1995; Kao et al., 1996). Contrary to popular assumptions embedded in the 
model minority construction, these scholars suggest that the “centrality of education 
for success” is not primarily an expression of Asian cultural values as much as it 
is a response to a perceived hostile environment (Ong, 2000, p. 325). In the words 
of Hsia, “Cultural values certainly play a role, but economic survival remains the  
driving force” (1998b, p. 119).

Scholars mentioned above—Sue, Okazaki, Kao, Hsia—explicitly address the 
issue of “culture” because it is so often used as a facile explanation for Asian 
American success in education, especially by those pundits and even educators 
who want to denigrate less successful minorities as being somehow culturally defi-
cient. These thoughtful scholars emphasize that many factors other than “culture,” 
which is difficult to define and test, play important roles. Sue and Okazaki (1995) 
argue that cultural practices in and of themselves, devoid of a context in which 
they are deployed, carry little meaning. But when they “interact with conditions 
in any particular society” at a particular time in history, these values and prac-
tices can become significant (p. 140). To those who assert that cultural differences 
explain Asian American superior academic standing (Steinberg, 1996, p. 92), Sue 
and Okazaki would counter that although Asian family values and socialization 
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emphasize the need to succeed educationally, culture gains real meaning when 
Asian immigrants adopt education as the major strategy to respond to a peculiarly 
American phenomenon of institutional and individual discrimination against those 
defined as a “minority” in U.S. society (Sue & Okazaki, 1995, pp. 137–140).

Now some 60 years after Brown, many of the intended beneficiaries still lan-
guish in our public education system, for reasons discussed cogently and exten-
sively in other chapters in this volume. One minority group, however, has 
seemingly defied the odds by surging ahead of even white Americans in their 
pursuit of academic excellence. However, by crowning these largely new immi-
grant groups from Asia a “model minority,” political pundits, commentators, and 
misguided educators have done them no favor. By highlighting their success, 
they have helped create a backlash against Asian Americans. Although originally 
included in affirmative action plans, once they were deemed “over-represented” 
because their numbers in higher education and professional schools exceeded 
their percentage in the larger population, all Asian Americans, including refugee 
Southeast Asians who have not been thriving to nearly the same extent, were qui-
etly excluded from further consideration.

Even more insidious, it was discovered in the 1980s and 1990s that elite institu-
tions such as Stanford, Brown, and UCLA, had quietly imposed a top-down quota 
on Asian American admissions, similar to the quotas imposed on Jewish immigrant 
students at the front end of the twentieth century (Nakanishi, 1995, pp. 688–692; 
Takagi, 1992). In other words, when Asian American students were able to compete 
as individuals against white students on the basis of traditional meritocratic criteria 
such as high school grades and standardized test scores (SAT, ACT), and without 
the benefit of affirmative action considerations, they were subject to a higher set of 
standards and expectations in the very competitive process of college admissions. 
Critics charge that this was done in order to hold down Asian American numbers in 
competition with white students. Justifiably viewed as backlash against the relative 
functionalism of education as practiced by many Asian immigrants, their worst fear, 
racism—which they thought they had so cleverly dodged—has come around to 
haunt them after all. Aggressive community organizing against these patently dis-
criminatory practices—by exposing and thus embarrassing the elite institutions—
has apparently curtailed, if not ended, such cynical maneuvers.

It might appear that the sense of grievance can be taken to extremes by some 
Asian Americans, such as in the case of Chinese immigrant and Yale freshman 
Jian Li, who filed a civil rights complaint against Princeton in 2006 for having 
rejected him. He pointedly compared his stellar high school academic record 
to those of black and Latino admits with lesser credentials, implying that Asian 
Americans had become victims of preferences for blacks and Latinos; signifi-
cantly, he made no similar charge against less meritorious white admits who also 
enjoyed preferences, such as athletes and legacies. Hardly disadvantaged by not 
attending Princeton, he subsequently transferred from Yale to Harvard. Given the 
strong support he received from anti-Affirmative Action organizations such as the 
Center for Equal Opportunity, Jian Li might have, inadvertently or otherwise, lent 
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his compelling immigrant story to the political movement to dismantle affirmative 
action for still under-represented minorities in American education.

Nevertheless, the perspective that Jian Li helped launch with his complaint 
against Princeton—that affirmative action has unfairly reduced educational 
opportunities for high-achieving Asian Americans—has hardly receded. If any-
thing, it has only gathered steam, goaded by political activists only too happy to 
have found in rejected Asian American applicants to elite universities the per-
fect mascots in their relentless march against affirmative action. In Jian Li redux, 
anti-affirmative activist litigator Edward Blum and plaintiff Students for Fair 
Admissions sued Harvard University in federal court in late 2014 for violation of 
the 1964 Civil Rights Act because of its “diversity initiatives,” meaning the use of 
race and ethnicity as factors in admissions (Giambrone, 2014).

But even before Jian Li and these other complaints and law suits were filed, 
American higher education had already begun to shrink in the face of challenges 
to affirmative action, opening the door to efforts to dismantle it totally. I end with 
this cautionary tale about justice, merit, and racism in American schooling and 
education. When the University of Michigan found its affirmative action practices 
challenged by outside forces led by neoconservatives, it veered from the com-
pensatory justice arguments initially advanced to support the need for affirmative 
action, toward embracing an assertion of “diversity” as an educational value, but 
leaving the meaning and parameters of “diversity” vague and fuzzy (Gurin, Dey, 
Hurtado, & Gurin, 2002). Some Asian American families today have a hard time 
accepting the diversity rationale, perhaps because they are not sure if they are 
included or excluded. If a century ago Chinese parents in San Francisco protested 
the imposition of segregated schools for their children, today, in the twenty-first 
century, some of the mostly immigrant Chinese American parents of high-achiev-
ing children threaten to undo racial harmony and exacerbate racial tension by suc-
cessfully challenging Lowell High School’s desegregation plan designed 30 years 
ago to achieve some balance among the students in a multicultural, multiracial city 
and its public school system. They do not buy into the argument that “diversity” 
carries educational value.

The story of Asian Americans and the struggle for racial equality in American 
education is complex and contradictory. On the surface, their struggle for racial 
justice—expressed as being fairly rewarded for academic achievement—is 
entangled with other minority groups’ bid for greater balance in representation. 
Today this group is largely composed of postwar immigrants and their Asian 
and American-born children, and perhaps more damaging than anything that has 
been thrown their way is the “model minority” construction. Reduced to its bas-
est expression, the model minority renders all Asian Americans as an amorphous 
cultural mass of featureless, interchangeable parts who all do the same thing in the 
same way, marching inexorably to the relentless beat for excellence, best captured 
and problematically promoted by the self-parodying Yale law school professor 
Amy Chua (2011) of “Tiger Mother” fame. Who will control and write the script 
of the next or last chapter in this still evolving story? (Havana 31 January 2015)
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Despite a large and growing body of research on inequality in the American edu-
cation system, Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders (AAPIs) continue to be an 
outlier in our national conversation about race. In the rare instance when AAPIs 
are included in the racial discourse about America’s equity agenda, they have been 
reduced to a single, stubbornly persistent narrative as a group that does not have 
needs or concerns worthy of attention by researchers, policymakers, or practition-
ers. A key factor that contributes to the exclusion and misrepresentation of AAPI 
students is the lack of disaggregated data available to inform a deeper understand-
ing of the population. Data that aggregates information on all AAPIs as a single 
category provides a misleading statistical portrait of a diverse AAPI population. 
As a result, aggregated data becomes a barrier to policy and program development 
that can advance the equitable treatment for the AAPI community.

In this chapter, we call for a deeper understanding of the AAPI  population 
through a proactive—as opposed to reactive—stance to the model minority frame.  
Specifically, we demonstrate how aggregated data is a barrier to policy and 
 program development that can advance the equitable treatment for the AAPI com-
munity, and we address the steps the National Commission on Asian American 
Research in Education (CARE) has taken to encourage better data practices that 
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provide a more nuanced perspective on ethnic subgroup differences within the 
AAPI community. Ultimately, we argue that the data disaggregation movement is 
one of the most important civil rights issues for the AAPI community.

We focus specifically on the work of CARE’s iCount initiative, which is a 
data quality movement that aims to tailor institutional data systems so they can 
effectively reflect an increasingly complex and heterogeneous student popula-
tion; for AAPI students, this requires data that can reflect the ethnic diversity of 
the population. The focus of this chapter centers on the work of iCount in the state 
of Washington, which is historically a very important state for the migration of 
AAPIs, and today a vibrant site for community activism and political activity to 
address the needs of a large and growing AAPI population.

We begin the chapter with a historical context of how AAPIs have been positioned 
in education research. We then shift to discussing the ways in which heterogene-
ity in the population has emerged as a key concept through which we must under-
stand the unique experiences and outcomes of AAPI students. Next, we highlight 
CARE’s effort to build on the heterogeneity movement to work toward data sys-
tems that adequately collect information about and report on AAPI subgroups, and 
we address the status of the data disaggregation movement in Washington and how 
it has yielded new and unique insight into the AAPI population. We conclude with a 
discussion about the implications for broader society, spotlighting the need for data 
that is tailored to inform efforts that effectively support an increasingly complex and 
heterogeneous student population. Without disaggregated data for AAPIs, the most 
marginalized and vulnerable subgroups will remain overlooked and underserved.

 A Historical Context

The history of the American education system for minorities can be character-
ized by the juxtaposition of opportunities and barriers. These contrasting experi-
ences are especially complicated for the AAPI student population, which has been 
plagued by the “model minority” frame. Coined in 1966, this term appeared in a 
New York Times article (Peterson, 1966) and set into motion a stubborn and per-
sistent stereotype that continues to characterize the Asian American educational 
landscape. Over the course of the two decades following Peterson’s article, scholars 
countered the conceptualization of universal Asian American success by tacking on 
the word “myth” to denote that the model minority was an inaccurate and disin-
genuous portrayal of a heterogeneous population with unique and varying histories, 
cultures, experiences, and outcomes. Kitano and Sue (1973), for example, asserted:

The widespread belief that Asian Americans have somehow overcome prejudice and dis-
crimination has given them a low priority in terms of attention and aid. For example, in 
hiring, in admission to institutions of higher education, and in financial aid, Asians are 
often regarded as whites (p. 1).

Over the past three decades, despite calls by AAPI scholars like Kitano and 
Sue to challenge the model minority myth and other forms of discrimination 



141The Data Quality Movement for the Asian American and Pacific Islander …

experienced by AAPIs, sweeping generalizations about universal academic suc-
cess among AAPI students continue to define their treatment in the twenty-first 
century. The dominant narrative about AAPIs in education is that they continue to 
experience disproportionately high enrollment in highly selective, 4-year institu-
tions in such academic fields as science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 
(STEM) and are a population that does not face challenges similar to its non-
White counterparts (National Commission on Asian American and Pacific Islander 
Research in Education [CARE], 2008). Unfortunately, the state of research on 
AAPIs demonstrates that a considerable amount of what is known about the popu-
lation continues to be heavily influenced by racial stereotypes and false percep-
tions, rather than by empirical evidence.

The misrepresentation of the AAPI community deeply impacts the most mar-
ginalized AAPI subgroups as they struggle to succeed academically, balance the 
stigma of a predisposed success, and struggle to gain access to resources necessary 
to realize their educational aspirations. Compounding this problem is the litera-
ture on race and racism that omits AAPI students, as though they have achieved a 
non-minority, minority status (Teranishi, 2010). These practices have largely gone 
unchecked in policy arenas, leaving the impression that AAPI students face no 
academic challenges associated with educational mobility.

 Race and the Heterogeneity Movement

The racialization of minority groups is not unique to any one particular group. 
Racial categories in the United States have been used to explain differences 
in social outcomes, such as wealth and poverty, on the basis of race. For exam-
ple, like AAPIs, Latino subgroups are lumped together into one Latino category 
without consideration of ethnic differences in immigration patterns, culture, 
and economic and educational outcomes. Contrary to the AAPI model minority 
myth, Latinos are often depicted as poor, underachieving, criminals, and “illegal” 
Mexican immigrants (Contreras, Malcom, & Bensimon, 2008). Thus, racial ste-
reotypes influence the way each minority group is treated in the U.S. For AAPIs, 
the grouping of all students into one pan-ethnic group and the perpetuation of the 
“model minority” is rooted in the sociohistorical and political context of our soci-
ety that reinforces outcomes attached to race.

To understand the racialization of AAPIs and its impact on the outcomes of 
racialized social structures, we converged two sociological theoretical lenses for 
understanding race: Omi and Winant’s (1994) theory of racial formation and Tilly’s 
(1998) exploration of categorical inequality. The nexus of these frameworks allows 
for a deeper understanding of how race functions and sustains its permanency in 
society, but also for exploring how race is fluid and ever evolving (Teranishi, 2010). 
Omi and Winant (1994) offer a critical theory for understanding the evolution of 
race. They write, “Racial formation is a process of historically situated projects 
in which human bodies and social structures are represented and organized”  
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(pp. 55–56). Further, Omi and Winant (1994) offer an explanation for an evolution 
of race “as the socio-historical process by which racial categories are created, inhab-
ited, transformed, and destroyed” (p. 55). The key concept relative to our project is 
transformation and the opportunity for better capturing current social demands and 
the recognition that race can and will continue to change as it has historically.

Tilly offers a second lens that is helpful for understanding the racialization of 
AAPIs. Tilly’s (1998) categorical inequality is important for understanding why 
racial categories (the five aggregate race groups) have been persistently durable. 
He explains that “much of what observers ordinarily interpret as individual differ-
ences that create inequality is actually the consequence of categorical organiza-
tion” (Tilly, 1998, p. 9). This advances the need to reform racial statistics because 
while racism and discrimination can occur at the individual level, inequality func-
tions at systemic and organizational levels and must be addressed in that way. 
Thus, the foundational underpinnings of categorical inequality not only help shape 
our understanding of the functionality of inequality, but they also support the need 
for examining these injustices as organizational issues. As race is inherently cat-
egorized in our current social and political landscape, racial inequality must be 
addressed as a categorical injustice.

Given the context of race as an evolving concept and the need for attacking it at 
the systemic level, a major effort by contemporary scholars of AAPI education issues 
is focused on the better representation of the heterogeneity of the AAPI population, 
which has been evolving demographically while the population has simultaneously 
been growing exponentially. For example, in the 20-year period between 1990 and 
2010, while AAPIs in the aggregate doubled in size, this rate of growth was most 
representative of East Asians (Chinese, Japanese, and Koreans). However, Southeast 
Asians (Vietnamese, Hmong, Cambodians, and Laotians) tripled in size, and South 
Asians (Asian Indians, Bangladeshis, and Pakistanis) quadrupled in size (CARE, 
2013). These differential growth rates are altering the face of the AAPI community.

Given these dramatic shifts, disaggregated data on the AAPI population reveal 
a wide range of demographic characteristics that are unlike those of any other 
racial group in America with regard to their heterogeneity. According to the U.S. 
Census Bureau, the AAPI racial category consists of 48 different ethnic groups 
that occupy positions along the full range of the socioeconomic spectrum, from 
the poor and under-privileged, to the affluent and highly skilled. AAPIs also vary 
demographically with regard to language background, immigration history, cul-
ture, and religion (CARE, 2008). Yet, these and other very unique circumstances 
are often overshadowed by the grouping of AAPIs in the aggregate. Thus, while 
the AAPI population represents a single entity in certain contexts, such as for 
interracial group comparisons, it is equally important to understand the ways in 
which the demography of the population is comprised of a complex set of social 
realities for individuals and communities that fall within this category.

Data that better represents AAPI subgroups is an essential need for this 
heterogeneous and unique population, but more importantly, it is vital to move 
one step further in utilizing disaggregated data to reveal the educational realities 
of AAPI students and better target interventions to improve their social outcomes. 
For example, trends in educational attainment for a number of AAPI subgroups 
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are representative of the heterogeneity that exists within the population. Consider 
that 51.1 % of Vietnamese, 63.2 % of Hmong, 65.5 % of Laotian, and 65.8 % 
of Cambodian adults (25 years or older) have not enrolled in or completed any 
postsecondary education (CARE, 2013). For those students who do continue on to 
college, their pathway to a postsecondary degree is far from certain. For example, 
while more than four out of five East Asians (Chinese, Japanese, and Korean) and 
South Asians (Asian Indian and Pakistani) who entered college earned at least 
a bachelor’s degree, large proportions of other AAPI subgroups are attending 
college, but not earning a degree. Among Southeast Asians, 33.7 % of Vietnamese, 
42.9 % of Cambodians, 46.5 % of Laotians, and 47.5 % of Hmong adults (25 years 
or older) reported having attended college, but not earning a degree (CARE, 2013).

For Southeast Asians, there is actually a high concentration of adults who face 
attrition at the elementary and secondary education levels. For example, 34.3 % 
of Laotian, 38.5 % of Cambodian, and 39.6 % of Hmong adults do not even 
have a high school diploma or equivalent (CARE, 2013). In the Hmong commu-
nity, nearly a third of the adults have less than a fourth grade education (CARE, 
2013). There are a number of factors that contribute to low educational attain-
ment for Southeast Asians and other subgroups experiencing similar educational 
outcomes. Some AAPI students face disparate language barriers as many are new 
immigrants (e.g., first generation students who solely speak a language other than 
English at home versus third generation students who primarily speak English) 
whereas others confront a lack of access to effective counseling to address high 
levels of academic pressure or challenges associated with traversing contrasting 
cultural norms. A significant common denominator tends to be poverty and a lack 
of access to quality schooling and other resources and opportunities. These chal-
lenges are compounded by a general assumption that AAPIs are universally suc-
cessful, which results in the population being overlooked and underserved.

Given the unique racial position of AAPIs, the heterogeneity movement has 
been a necessary effort, albeit slow in progress. As the demography of this popu-
lation continues to experience rapid growth and shifts, however, the urgency for 
representing the dynamic subgroups included in the AAPI racial category has 
heightened. Our approach for addressing this issue seeks to reform data practices 
and the utility of racial categories.

 iCount: A Data Quality Movement for Asian Americans 
and Pacific Islanders

In 2013, CARE launched iCount: A Data Quality Movement for Asian Americans 
and Pacific Islanders in Higher Education. The iCount initiative, a collaborative 
effort with the White House Initiative on Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders 
(WHIAAPI) and with generous support from ETS and Asian Americans and 
Pacific Islanders in Philanthropy (AAPIP), is centered on three interrelated 
goals. First, the initiative aims to raise awareness about and bring attention to the 
ways in which aggregate data on AAPI students conceal significant disparities in 
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educational experiences and outcomes between AAPI subgroups, and thus provide 
an empirical rationale for the collection of disaggregated data. Second, iCount 
offers models for how postsecondary institutions, systems, and states can respond 
to this problem by identifying opportunities for data reform. Finally, it aims 
to work collaboratively with the education field to encourage broader reform in 
institutional practices related to the collection and reporting of disaggregated data.

The project began with the release of the ETS-published iCount report, which 
focuses on our first two goals: provide the rationale for disaggregated data and 
offer institutional models to reform data practices (CARE, 2013). More specifi-
cally, we discuss the extent to which AAPI students are a dynamic, heterogeneous, 
and evolving population and the implications of how measurement standards and 
techniques are a factor in the representation of their educational needs, challenges, 
and representation. We build on this discussion and provide institutional, system-, 
and state-level examples for collecting and reporting disaggregated data and high-
light how access to and use of this data increases higher education’s ability to be 
more responsive to the needs of AAPI subgroups.

The 2013 iCount report was released in conjunction with a symposium co-
hosted by CARE and WHIAPPI at the U.S. Department of Education. The sympo-
sium brought together leaders from K-12 and higher education sectors and experts 
in demography, institutional research, and philanthropy to engage in an open dia-
logue about ways to develop data systems that are responsive to the needs of AAPI 
students and families. Coupled with the report, the iCount convening offered a for-
ward-looking perspective on the need for and benefits of collecting and reporting 
disaggregated data, and afforded institutions a pathway for implementing methods 
for collecting data that reflects the heterogeneity in the AAPI population—institu-
tional data practices that are necessary for a more effective and responsive system 
of education. Several themes emerged from the convening, two of which shaped 
our continued work to date.

First, the convening brought to the surface the inherent need for data disaggrega-
tion, which was well acknowledged by educational stakeholders representing enti-
ties from institutional research offices in postsecondary institutions to K-12 focused 
community organizations. The attendance of over 200 participants reinforced this 
conclusion. Second, and most importantly, the convening revealed that despite this 
recognition, practitioners, administrators, and community organizers lacked the 
political will to pursue changes to their data practice. In other words, with a lack of 
administrative support or mandated policy incentives, data reform was difficult to 
achieve, even for those who acknowledged that it was a critical need.

Thus, iCount has evolved to address these very concerns in the pursuit of data 
reform through localized efforts. Since the 2013 convening, iCount has developed 
five partnerships with institutions and community and state organizations that have 
demonstrated a commitment to improving the academic experiences and outcomes 
of their AAPI students. Each of these five efforts is at a different stage in regard to 
their data reform process. For example, whereas one higher education system has 
collected disaggregated data for a number of years and is now exploring how to 
effectively utilize the subgroup data, another cluster of institutions is conducting 
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a needs assessment to determine what is known (and unknown) about its AAPI 
students. To further demonstrate the effort to advance data disaggregation through 
localized efforts and its functionality in providing rationale and building political 
will, we will turn to a discussion of one of our five partnerships.

 iCount and the Data Disaggregation Movement  
in the State of Washington

The state of Washington has been a critical space for the data disaggregation 
movement considering the rich history of AAPIs in the state that dates back two 
centuries. In the eighteenth century, for example, Pacific Islanders began migrat-
ing to the Pacific Northwest as staff in merchant ships (Kopple, 1995) and were 
critical to laying the foundation of Washington as workers who provided shelter 
for missionaries and contributing to the early economy (Takumi, 1989). In the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Asian Americans arrived in the Pacific 
Northwest as laborers in railroad construction, mining, agriculture, and fish-
ery (Hune & Takeuchi, 2008). The migration to the Northwest broadly, and 
Washington specifically, drew in a diversity of AAPI ethnic subgroups, each with 
its own culture, language, and immigration story. Their transition into Washington, 
however, was one marred by racial discrimination (Takumi, 1989).

For example, Seattle’s history is deeply embedded with racial segregation 
and exclusion of communities of color including AAPIs (Seattle Civil Rights & 
Labor History Project, 2014). As early as the 1800s, Chinese Americans faced 
resentment and discrimination by way of the Chinese Exclusion Act. Japanese 
Americans in the post-war era worked tirelessly as farmers and in other businesses 
to establish home and community despite efforts to push them out (Spikard, 2009). 
It was not until the early 1960s that pushback on school segregation occurred. 
With the threat of a federal lawsuit, Seattle implemented a mandatory busing sys-
tem in the mid-1970s to desegregate public schools (Dumas, 2011). Black leaders 
were prominent in their advocacy against busing, as it did not lead to advance-
ments in closing the educational achievement gap and “placed a disproportionate 
burden on children of color” (Dumas, 2008, p. 84). In Rainer Beach, a neighbor-
hood in Seattle with a particularly high concentration of communities of color 
(60 % Black and 25 % Asian), the historical implications of segregation continue 
to take hold as schools are deeply under-resourced as compared to other Seattle 
schools with smaller minority populations (Dumas, 2008). Although a large part 
of the Rainier Beach community, Asian Americans are largely absent from the his-
torical narratives on advocacy for and against such issues.

Actually, AAPI community activism in Washington experienced a sharp 
increase in the 1960s as community organizations, churches, and community cent-
ers formed in areas with high AAPI concentration. In 1973, Ruby Chow became 
the first Asian American elected to a Seattle County seat (Chu, 1991). AAPIs in 
Washington today face a different set of challenges that continue to demonstrate 
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the strong AAPI activism in the state. Gentrification of Southeast Seattle, for 
example, where many AAPIs who came upon their arrival to the state now live, 
is a constant concern. Community organization and advocacy groups have been 
fighting for claim of their land for a number of years and have made progress, 
as several capital projects including the Refugee Women’s Alliance (ReWa) and 
the Asian Counseling and Referral Service (ACRS) have been established in 
Southeast Seattle. In 2009, the AAPI community also celebrated the opening of 
Samaki Commons, a 40-unit housing complex for immigrant and refugee fami-
lies. AAPIs have also worked endlessly to resolve issues related to the light rail 
construction, which has closed down a number of AAPI-owned businesses. The 
challenges faced by these communities have been further exacerbated by low edu-
cational attainment rates and minimal resources for improving academic access 
and success (Hune & Takeuchi, 2008). Recognizing this, groups such as the 
Southeast Asians in Education (SEAeD) and the Pacific Islander student coalition, 
UPRISE, have advocated for the collection of better data. Supported by the efforts 
from groups like these, Representative Tomiko-Santos submitted House Bill 1680, 
which included a data disaggregation clause. It did not pass; however, these efforts 
have continued to move forward with the hopes of reforming data to better repre-
sent their communities.

The political and community efforts on the ground in Washington have been 
joined by national organizations, such as the National Education Association 
(NEA) and Asian American Legal Defense and Education Fund (AALDEF), 
which have emerged as outspoken proponents of school integration with a particu-
lar focus on the isolation of many Southeast Asian subgroups. Today’s AAPI pop-
ulation is a testament to their resilience, as each of these communities has faced 
a number of challenges in their story of contending with issues of race, place, 
and space. Thus, in addition to the robust size and growth of AAPIs, Washington 
is an excellent partner for the work of iCount because of the historical efforts 
to improve the educational experiences and outcomes of its vulnerable AAPI 
subgroups.

In the next section, we discuss findings from data provided by the Washington 
Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI), which is charged with 
the collection of all K-12 enrollment and state assessment data. In 2010, OSPI 
began collecting disaggregated AAPI data, including information about 16 Asian 
American and 9 NHPI subgroups featured in this chapter. Data from the 2012–
2013 school year on all students enrolled in any one of the K-12 public schools in 
Washington State are included. In addition to enrollment in K-12 public schools, 
variables on enrollment in the Free or Reduced Lunch Program, unexcused 
absences, and disciplinary action (i.e., suspensions and expulsions) are included. 
To examine the differences that emerged across racial and ethnic subgroups, 
descriptive analysis was conducted on the above variables.

The framework of disproportionality (Ahram, Fergus, & Noguera, 2011) 
allowed us to narrowly target our focus on within-group difference, which brought 
to the surface the nuances and disparities across AAPI ethnic subgroups. Further, it 
offered a lens for understanding disproportionality not as a symptom of individual 
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performance but a systemic issue of deficit thinking and the application of quick 
“fixes” by schools that did not do well to mitigate disparities (Ahram et al., 2011). 
This framework helps shape our understanding of group difference and reinforces 
the need for “a culturally responsive framework [that] can produce a shift” in 
addressing educational gaps (Ahram et al., 2011).

 What Disaggregated Data Reveals About AAPI Students  
in Washington

There are 81,788 AAPI students enrolled in Washington’s public system of educa-
tion, which constitutes 8.1 % of the total enrollment. The significant number and 
proportional representation of AAPIs in Washington’s education system is repre-
sentative of their presence in the state. Between 2000 and 2010, AAPIs were the 
fastest growing racial group in the state (U.S. Census, 2010). In terms of their 
AAPI population relative to other states, Washington ranks seventh in the nation 
for states with the largest AAPI population (U.S. Census, 2012). However, it is 
important to note that Washington has the third largest concentration of Native 
Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders after Hawai’i and California (U.S. Census, 2012).

 The Demography of AAPI Students in Washington

In Washington’s public system of education, the AAPI student population is a 
vastly heterogeneous representation of different ethnic subgroups. Among Asian 
Americans, the largest ethnic subgroups are Chinese, Filipino, and Vietnamese, 
which make up 55.8 % of the Asian American students (Fig. 1). Asian Indians 
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and Koreans make up another sizeable group of Asian American students (15.8 
and 11.7 %, respectively). Other Asian American ethnic subgroups include 
Cambodians, Japanese, Pakistani, Taiwanese, Thai, Hmong, Indonesians, 
Singaporeans, and Malaysians. Among Pacific Islanders, the largest ethnic sub-
group is Samoans, which constituted 42.1 % of the Pacific Islander student pop-
ulation. Guamanians and Micronesians also make up a sizeable concentration of 
Pacific Islander students (21.7 and 16.3 %, respectively). Other Pacific Islander 
groups include Native Hawaiians, Fijians, Tongans, and Mariana Islanders. 
Disaggregated data not only identifies the composition of this student population, 
it also reveals useful insight into the educational experiences that vary between 
AAPI ethnic subgroups.

AAPI students in Washington also range with regard to their socioeconomic 
backgrounds. Data on the Free or Reduced Lunch (FRL) program, for example, 
indicates the rate of students eligible for the National School Lunch Program, a 
federally assisted meal program based on federal income poverty guidelines (U.S. 
Department of Agriculture, 2014). To be eligible for the FRL program, students 
must meet the household income poverty threshold at or below 130 % for Free 
lunch, and between 130 and 185 % for Reduced price lunch (USDA, 2014). Our 
analysis revealed, in the aggregate, 7.0 % of AAPI students participate in the 
FRL program, indicating a low poverty rate among this population. However, 
there are some AAPI ethnic subgroups that are disproportionately represented 
among FRL eligibility. For example, while Southeast Asians make up 24.1 % of 
the AAPI enrollment, they are 33.7 % of the FRL eligible AAPI students (Fig. 2). 
Additionally, while Native Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders make up 11.1 % of the 
AAPI student enrollment, they constitute 20.7 % of the FRL eligible AAPI stu-
dents. Conversely, East Asians and South Asians have a lower proportional repre-
sentation in this program relative to their representation in total AAPI enrollment.
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 Distribution of AAPIs in Bilingual Education and Special 
Education

AAPI students are disproportionately enrolled in bilingual education in 
Washington State. Southeast Asian students have the largest proportional repre-
sentation in bilingual education at 28.4 %, which is nearly twice the proportional 
representation of East Asians and more than three times the likelihood of being 
enrolled in bilingual education compared to the statewide average (8.8 %) (Fig. 3). 
South Asians (19.6 %) and Native Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders (19.4 %) also 
have a high proportional representation in bilingual education. These data are 
driven, in part, by a significant proportion of AAPI students with immigrant-origin 
backgrounds, which accounts for 44.7 % of the total immigrant student popula-
tion. This is important to note considering Spanish-language programs typically 
dominate the bilingual education programs in public schools (Ovando, 2003), 
while AAPI students are actually bringing to their classrooms a number of differ-
ent languages and dialects. National data indicates that AAPIs utilize over 300 dif-
ferent languages as a primary language spoken at home.

AAPIs also varied in the likelihood they were placed in special education pro-
grams. Although nationally, AAPIs make up the lowest proportional enrollment in 
special education or the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) pro-
grams at 4.2 % for ages 3–5 years and 4.8 % for ages 6–21 years (DOE, OSERS, 
& OSEP, 2012), as compared to 5.7 and 9.0 % nationally, studies have called 
attention to the variability among AAPI ethnic subgroups. So while some studies 
have recognized that there are disproportional enrollments of particular AAPI sub-
groups in special education (Artiles, Harry, Reschly, & Chinn, 2002), the overall 
“underrepresentation” that is portrayed by aggregate data remains a matter of con-
cern. This issue is exacerbated by the fact that English Language Learners (ELLs) 
are more likely to be placed in special education (Rueda & Windmueller, 2006), 
which is particularly relevant to AAPIs who are largely ELLs (CARE, 2008).
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Disaggregated data in Washington public schools reveals that a higher likeli-
hood of placement in special education for particular AAPI ethnic subgroups 
warrants attention. As Fig. 4 demonstrates, placement in special education is par-
ticularly high for NHPIs who make up twice their proportional total enrollment 
in special education. Southeast Asian ethnic subgroups should also be considered 
when thinking about special education placement and culturally sensitive assess-
ments, as their placement in special education matches their proportional total 
enrollment in Washington State.

 Truancy and Disciplinary Action Cases Among  
AAPI Students

Studies have found that truancy puts students at greater risk for not doing well 
academically (Gottfried, 2009), dropping out or being pushed out, substance 
abuse, and living in poverty later in life (Yeide & Korbin, 2009). Various factors 
put students at greater risk of unexcused absences such as unsafe schools, poor 
school climate, poor relations with teachers, financial, social, or medical problems 
that may require students to stay home, and violence near home, among other fac-
tors (Yeide & Korbin, 2009). Studies done in the state of Washington in particular 
have found school factors contributing to poor academic achievement of students 
of color (Bailey & Dziko, 2008; Contreras & Strikus, 2008; Hune & Takeuchi, 
2008).

In our analysis, we found in the aggregate, Asian American students had the 
lowest rates of unexcused absences (6.7 %) compared to other racial groups 
(9.1 % White, 17 % Latino, 20.3 % Black, 21.0 % NHPI) (Fig. 5). The high rate of 
absences among NHPI students is particularly problematic as a large proportion of 
school-age students in Washington are NHPI.
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40.9%

12.6%

24.1% 22.3%
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Pacific Islander

Total Enrollment Special Education Placement

Fig. 4  Proportional representation of ethnic subgroups in total enrollment and special education 
placement among AAPIs
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Equally important to consider is school disciplinary action. School discipline 
has come to the forefront of the American consciousness, which has led to an 
increase in different forms of zero-tolerance policies. Racial disproportionality 
in school discipline has been well documented, especially for Black and Latino 
students (United States Department of Education Office of Civil Rights, 2014). 
Studies which have examined school discipline by race have found Black and 
Latino students are disproportionately more likely to be targeted for suspension 
and expulsion than White and Asian students (OCR, 2014). When Asian American 
students are included in these studies, they have been characterized as the least 
likely to be disciplined (Hoffman & Llagas, 2003). In most cases, Pacific Islanders 
have been left out of these studies. No studies have examined the ethnic represen-
tation within racial categories to examine suspensions and expulsions.

Utilizing data from Washington State, we examined school discipline among 
AAPI subgroups. First, we found that NHPI students were disproportionately 
likely to be disciplined, relative to their proportional representation among AAPI 
students (see Fig. 6). While NHPI students represent 11.1 % of all AAPI students 
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Fig. 5  Five or more unexcused absences
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in Washington, they comprise 51.5 % of the cases of discipline in 2013. Thus, 
NHPI students are an important population for examining differential academic 
experiences relative to disciplinary action. These findings need closer attention in 
future research considering the differential academic experiences that are corre-
lated with disciplinary action and the extent to which particular student popula-
tions are disproportionately affected by such school policies and practices (Skiba, 
Michael, Nardo, & Peterson, 2002).

 Conclusion and Implications

In this chapter, we provide empirical perspectives on aggregated and disaggregated 
data for AAPI students in the state of Washington. We discuss the extent to which 
aggregated data conceals significant differences between AAPI ethnic subgroups 
with regard to their demographic backgrounds, placement in academic programs, 
and disciplinary action. We assert that these issues of disproportionality are associ-
ated with significant disparities in educational attainment. Future studies should 
utilize disaggregated data to further an understanding of the ways in which AAPI 
subgroups have differential access to educational resources and opportunities.

Through a focus on Washington, which has recently begun collecting and 
reporting on disaggregated data, we believe there are important lessons for other 
states and education systems. First, this case study sheds light on the importance 
of involving a broad group of constituents, including community organizations, 
elected officials, and education constituents. The steps that were taken to achieve 
more refined data were the result of a clear set of goals and having a collabora-
tive effort to support and monitor progress. Second, the study supports the need 
for political will in order to achieve data reform, thus reinforcing change that is 
driven by individuals, but ultimately occurs at organizational and systemic levels. 
Finally, the Washington effort demonstrates how both the collection and utiliza-
tion of disaggregated data must come together to identify and address the barriers 
facing AAPI students. This is one of the most important civil rights issues for the 
AAPI community. Without disaggregated data, AAPI students will remain over-
looked and underserved, which is a problem especially for the most marginalized 
and vulnerable AAPI subgroups.
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On matters of education policy and reform, the Mountain West remains one of the 
least studied regions in the country (Horsford, Sampson, & Forletta, 2013). 
Comprised of Arizona, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, and 
Wyoming, and located within the more expansive American West (see Fig. 1), 
between 2001 and 2011, the Mountain West1 experienced more population growth 
and demographic change than anywhere else in the country (Teixeira, 2012). In 
2012, the region’s 1134 school districts and 8,838 traditional public schools 
enrolled more than 3.8 million children and youth (see Table 1), a growing share 
of whom are Latino, Asian, English learners (ELs), and/or living in poverty. Such 
trends are not limited to the West, yet provide an ideal starting place from which to 
revisit, reconsider, and recast questions of race, equality, integration, and justice in 
education within this dynamic and complex multiracial context. To borrow an 
adage from one of the region’s most popular and populous cities—Las Vegas, 
Nevada—what happens in the West is not likely to stay there.

Mountain Western trends reflect, albeit in slightly exaggerated fashion, larger 
U.S. public enrollment trends in the twenty-first century. From 2001 to 2011, the 
nation’s school population grew from 47.7 to 49.5 million, and by 2014, became 
“majority-minority” with white students making up only 49.8 % of the overall 

1In this chapter, the Mountain West region refers to Arizona, Colorado, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, 
New Mexico, Utah, and Wyoming; although some parts of the chapter do not include the smaller 
states of Montana and Wyoming in their discussion.
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student population followed by Hispanics at 25.8 %, Blacks at 15.4 %, Asian/
Pacific Islanders at 5.2 %, Indian/Alaska Natives at 1.1 %, and two or more races 
at 2.8 % (NCES, 2014). These enrollment trends and their shifting distribution by 
race/ethnicity and region are not expected to slow down any time soon. By 2023, 

Fig. 1  Map of American West, Mountain West, and U.S. by region. Source http://proviacorp.
com/

Table 1  School/District characteristics in mountain west states

Source NCES Common Core of Data, 2011–2012 school year

# of school 
districts

# of schools # of charter 
schools

Per pupil 
expendi- 
tures

Pupil/
teacher  
ratio

# of FTE 
teachers

Arizona 227 2421 567 $7,737 21.2 50,800

Colorado 178 1843 178 $8,901 17.7 48,078

Idaho 116 774 46 $6,810 17.5 15,900

Montana 417 827 0 $10,710 14.0 10,153

Nevada 17 683 42 $8,572 20.8 21,132

New 
Mexico

89 868 84 $9,351 15.3 21,957

Utah 41 1052 97 $6,575 23.0 25,970

Wyoming 49 370 4 $15,960 11.4 7,487

http://proviacorp.com/
http://proviacorp.com/
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total student enrollment is projected to reach 52.1 million—a racial, cultural, and 
political transformation that will forever change the racial make-up and balance 
of American education. This demographic shift in school age population is a real-
ity that school leaders and policymakers must understand in order to effectively 
address the educational needs of all children. For the nearly 180,000 school teach-
ers in the Mountain West working with administrators, parents, and policymakers 
in an era of top-down, high-stakes accountability for performance, to educate a 
growing share of children and youth of color who are poor, attend resegregated 
schools, and may or may not speak English at home; the future is now (Table 2).

This chapter explores the growing racial, cultural, and linguistic diversity in the 
Mountain West and its implications for racial integration and equality in the post-
Civil Rights Era. Animated by the region’s rapidly growing number and share of 
students who are racial and linguistic “minorities,” and emerging political clout 
as America’s New Heartland, I argue there is much to learn about the future of 
American education from the Mountain West based on its (a) distinctive racial his-
tory, (b) changing demography and politics, and (c) widening opportunity gaps in 
education. I begin with a discussion of the region’s unique racial and multicultural 

Table 2  Population growth, demographic, and political indicators for the Mountain West states

Source Adapted from Frey and Teixeira (2012)

Indicator U.S. AZ CO ID NV NM UT

Growth and economic indicators

Population growth 
rate, percent 2000–
2010 (state rank)

9.7 24.6 (2) 16.9 (9) 21.1 (4) 35.1 (1) 13.2 (15) 23.8 (3)

Median household 
income (state rank)

50,046 46,789 54,046 43,490 51,001 42,090 53,744

Percent of persons in 
poverty, 2010 (state 
rank)

15.3 17.4  
(13)

13.4  
(32)

15.7  
(20)

14.9  
(24)

20.4  
(2)

13.2 
(34)

Demographic indicators

2000–2010 change in 
share of eligible voters

White −5.9 −2.9 −2.5 −10.3 −3.9 −2.9

All minorities 5.9 2.9 2.5 10.3 3.9 2.9

Black 1.0 0.0 0.0 -0.1 0.7 0.2

Hispanic 4.2 2.2 2.4 5.5 3.0 2.2

All other 0.7 0.7 0.1 3.1 3.2 1.4

State political indicators

Democratic or 
Republican governor

R D R R R R

Democratic margin, 
2008 presidential 
election

−9 9 −26 12 15 −29
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history and libertarian ethos as part of the American West (Flamming, 2009; 
Limerick, 1988; Taylor, 1998), followed by a description of its demographic trans-
formation and anticipated political rise as “America’s New Heartland” (Lang & 
Sanchez, 2012). I then present selected Mountain West state-level education 
enrollment and achievement data and education reform efforts in Nevada, as rep-
resentative of the region, and ways to expand opportunity for the Mountain West’s 
racially, culturally, and linguistically diverse student population.

The chapter concludes with a call for a political race project (Guinier & Torres, 
2002) in education—comprised of cross-racial solidarity, strategic linkages 
between black, white, Latino, Asian, and indigenous communities around racial 
and social justice issues, and a democratic politics of practice that advances the 
freedom struggle for equal education in the post-Civil Rights Era. Using the Las 
Vegas Promise Neighborhood Initiative as an example, I consider how shared 
visions of educational equality, integration, and opportunity for students of all 
races and backgrounds can be achieved through a political race project in educa-
tion, grounded in grass-roots, community-based education reform efforts that seek 
to leverage demographic and political power through cross-racial (and multigen-
erational) cooperation.

 The Mountain West: America’s New Heartland

Less than 30 years ago, much of the Mountain West still satisfied the nineteenth-
century definition of frontier due to its sparsely populated counties (Lang & 
Sanchez, 2012). Just one generation later, the region leads the nation in popula-
tion growth and demographic change with projections that it will continue to do so 
through 2030 (Teixeira, 2012). Its increasing diversity, urbanization, and growing 
Millennial population, coupled with a declining number of working-class whites, 
forecasts a shift away from its independent and libertarian ethos and toward a 
more left-leaning electorate that has the potential to shape education policy at the 
local, state, and federal levels. Scholars at the Brookings Institution have charac-
terized the Mountain West as America’s “new swing region” (Teixeira, 2012) and 
“New Heartland” (Lang, Muro, & Sarzynski, 2008)—given its emergent central-
ity in national politics—a position previously enjoyed by the Old Heartland states 
of the Midwest (Lang & Sanchez, 2012). Such dramatic growth and demographic 
change are influencing not only the region’s politics, but also the nature of schools 
and schooling: sadly, with troubling academic results for the growing share of stu-
dents of color, ELs, and those living in poverty. Although the New Heartland’s 
racial diversity is remarkably different now in terms of sheer population den-
sity and distribution, its legacy and distinctiveness as a multiracial, multicultural 
region where many different groups coexisted for more than 500 years is instruc-
tive in considering both the histories and possibilities of cross-racial cooperation 
for shared causes and agendas.
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 Racial Distinctiveness

As Quintard Taylor (1998) lamented in his groundbreaking work, African 
Americans in the West: In Search of the Racial Frontier, the American West con-
jures up images of “Frederick Jackson Turner’s rugged Euro-American pioneers 
constantly challenging a westward-moving frontier, bringing civilization, taming 
the wilderness, and, in the process, reinventing themselves as ‘Americans’ and 
creating an egalitarian society that nurtured the fundamental democratic values 
that shaped contemporary American society” (p. 313). Historians have defined 
the West as a frontier movement, a region, and “an ideal” associated with free-
dom, equality, and opportunity (Flamming, 2009, p. 11), but until the 1960s, the 
region’s historiography included very little about the centrality of multiracial and 
multiethnic communities that coexisted for centuries throughout the region. As the 
historical record now reflects, American Indians, Asians, blacks, Hispanics, and 
Anglos were always part of western history. They persisted through “external pres-
sures and internal ties,” experienced life in the West differently from each other, 
and “influenced western history even as they were being shaped by it” (Flamming, 
p. 11). Despite coexisting for five centuries, however, Limerick (1988) observed, 
“Indians, Hispanics, Asians, blacks, Anglos, businesspeople, workers, politicians, 
bureaucrats, native, and newcomers, we share the same region and its history, but 
we wait to be introduced” [emphasis added] (p. 359).

According to Taylor (1998), “There is a striking ambiguity about race in the 
West” (p. 18). He explained, “The idea of race as understood in the South and East 
had since been reconceptualized as a result of the West’s racial diversity” (p. x). 
This distinction is not limited solely to the concept of race, but also the practice 
of racism. According to Limerick (1988), “The diversity of the West put a strain 
on the simpler varieties of racism. In another setting, categories dividing humanity 
into superior white and inferior black were comparatively easier to steer by.” She 
wrote, “The West, however, raised questions for which racists had no set answers. 
Western diversity forced racists to think—an unaccustomed activity” (p. 260). As 
such, the West should be viewed in light of its “complex, varied, paradoxical his-
tory rather than as a collage of stereotypes” (Limerick, 1988 p. xx).

Indeed, as part of the West—“the most mythologized region in the country”—
the Mountain West states of Arizona, Colorado, Idaho, Nevada, New Mexico, 
Utah, Montana, and Wyoming are probably less commonly associated with people 
of color than the Deep South and urban centers of the Northeast. Yet, as African 
Americans and many other groups “in search of the racial frontier” (Taylor, 
1998) dreamed of unprecedented opportunity for land, freedom, and equality, 
the Mountain West’s brand of de facto segregation still governed much of busi-
ness and public life. In a 1925 article in the Denver Post, NAACP national secre-
tary James Weldon Johnson argued, “Your West is giving the Negro a better deal 
than any other section of the country …. I cannot attempt to analyze the reasons 
for this, but the fact remains that there is more opportunity for my race, and less 
prejudice against it in this section of the country than anywhere else in the United 
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States” (Taylor, 1998, p. 18). 90 years later, racially discriminatory practices in 
employment, housing, and schools have worked to undermine this once held 
belief.

 Changing Demography and Politics

In the Mountain West, this dynamic blend and shifting distribution of racial groups 
would continue well into the twenty-first century. Between 2000 and 2010, the 
Mountain West region was home to the top four fastest-growing states in the coun-
try with Nevada’s population increasing by 35 %, Arizona by 25 %, Utah by 24 %, 
and Idaho by 21 % (Frey & Teixeira, 2012). Much of this growth has been cen-
tered in what Lang and Sanchez (2012) described as the “Mountain Mega” metro-
politan areas of Phoenix (66 % of the state population); Denver (51 %); Las Vegas 
(72 %); Albuquerque (43 %); and Salt Lake City (41 %), making the Mountain 
West, counterintuitively, one of the most urbanized areas in the U.S (Lang & 
Sanchez, 2012, p. 70).

Illustrating the explosive growth of this urbanization, between 2000 and 2010, 
Albuquerque grew by 24 %, Phoenix-Mesa-Glendale by nearly 29 %, Boise-
Nampa by 33 %, and the Las Vegas-Paradise metropolitan statistical area by 41 % 
(Damore, 2012). In terms of population diversity, the region’s nonwhite popula-
tion, and more specifically, its Hispanic population, is outpacing all others. With 
the exception of Idaho and Utah, in 2010, the Hispanic populations in Mountain 
West states exceeded 20 %, ranging from a low of 20.7 % in Colorado, 26.5 % in 
Nevada, 29.6 % in Arizona, and a high of 46.3 % in New Mexico (Damore, 2012).

Naturally, such changes in population density and diversity shake up the 
region’s politics, which in the case of the Mountain West have resulted in 
increased, albeit fragile, support for the Democratic Party (Damore, 2012). 
For centuries, the Old Heartland states of Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Ohio, and 
Wisconsin served as the bellwether for presidential elections, but in light of the 
Mountain West’s anticipated growth and changing demography, the political emer-
gence of this region as America’s New Heartland is palpable (Lang & Sanchez, 
2012). Despite midterm elections that resulted in setbacks for Democrats in both 
2010 and 2014, the region’s record-breaking growth and urbanization and increas-
ingly Latino population created a new demographic and political landscape where 
“the urban and minority vote offset a wave of white rural voters” (Lang & Sanchez 
2012, p. 71). According to Lang and Sanchez, “minority voters, especially 
Hispanics …. are to the New Heartland of the twenty-first century what white 
ethnic voters from southern and eastern Europe were to the Old Heartland in the 
twentieth century” and have become “the potential deciding voters in any toss-up 
presidential election” (p. 71).

Although such trends may bode well for the region by elevating its profile and 
influence in national politics (less so for those who prefer the Mountain West’s 
conservative, independent, and libertarian roots), their impact on districts, schools, 
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and students is substantial. The sheer challenge of constructing new schools 
quickly enough to accommodate growing enrollments is significant. Add to this 
the task of securing the best teachers and administrators to serve a racially, ethni-
cally, and linguistically diverse student population amidst state budget shortfalls, 
increased state and federal accountability frameworks, and federal support for 
competition-based funding over needs-based funding.

 Education Trends and Conditions

U.S. public school enrollment is projected to set new records each year until 2021 
(NCES, 2013). With the exception of slowed growth due to the Great Recession 
of 2009, the Mountain West continues to expand, especially its Hispanic and 
Asian/Pacific Islander student populations. During the 2011–2012 school year, 
as noted in Table 3, Hispanic students made up nearly one-fourth of the nation’s 
total school enrollment (23.7 %), but comprised a much higher proportion of stu-
dents in Colorado (56.1 %), Nevada (39.6 %), Arizona (42.8 %), and New Mexico 
(59.4 %).

The region’s American Indian/Alaskan Native population declined by 4,935 
students, with decreases in all but the “whitest” Mountain Western states of Idaho, 
Utah, and Wyoming (Frey, 2012). And while Hispanic enrollment increased by 
452,750 students, Asian/Pacific Islanders by 41,031, and African Americans by 
32,003; the total number of white students declined from 2,100,231 to 2,056,994, 
mirroring the larger demographic and political trends contributing to the region’s 
rise as the New Heartland. These sharp enrollment increases among racial minori-
ties, ELs, and students living in poverty have certainly changed the landscape of 
public education in the Mountain West (Tables 4 and 5).

As local school districts and states competed for Race to the Top Grant funds 
during the Great Recession, these same entities were reeling from the effects of 

Table 3  Student racial/ethnic background in Mountain West states

Source NCES Common Core of Data, 2011–2012 school year

Total White (%) Hispanic (%) Black (%) Asian (%) PI (%) A I/
AN (%)

Arizona 1,080,319 42.1 42.8 5.3 2.7 0.2 5.0

Colorado 854,265 56.1 31.9 4.7 3.1 0.2 0.8

Idaho 279,873 78.0 16.2 1.0 1.3 0.3 1.3

Montana 142,349 80.9 3.6 1.0 0.8 0.2 11.6

Nevada 439,634 37.4 39.6 9.6 5.6 1.2 1.1

New Mexico 337,225 25.9 59.4 2.0 1.2 0.0 10.1

Utah 598,832 77.4 15.3 1.3 1.7 1.5 1.2

Wyoming 90,099 80.4 12.5 1.0 0.7 0.1 3.2

U.S. 49,522,00 51.7 23.7 15.8 5.1 % combined 1.1
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its economic crisis and budget shortfalls that were equally stark. In the case of 
Nevada, which was leading the country in unemployment and home foreclosures, 
as well as some of the worst indicators for children and young people, the role 
of education became a growing area of concern and priority. For those educa-
tion leaders and policymakers who had long been fighting to close achievement 
gaps, raise test scores, and prepare every student for college or career, a new 
demographic and political landscape was emerging. In the midst of this rapid 
diversification and urbanization, Nevada experienced the largest budget decline 
as a percentage of its budget than any other state in the nation that resulted in 
decreased funding for public education. Moreover, the state pursued but was not 
selected for Race to the Top grants in large part because it failed to have ade-
quate capacity and structural reforms in place to be competitive with other states. 
Although state-level trends offer much needed information concerning how states 
could structure, support, and improve the overall quality of education in their 
respective counties and communities, the implications of such trends at the school 
and district levels are especially relevant to students, educators, parents, advo-
cates, and others concerned with the degree to which schools and school systems 
are equipped to provide an adequate and equitable education for their current and 
future students. And as my colleagues and I have argued elsewhere, no city bet-
ter illustrates these dramatic Mountain Western shifts than Las Vegas, Nevada 
(Horsford, Sampson, et al., 2013).

 Learning in Las Vegas: The Mississippi of the West

Located in Clark County, where 77 % of the state’s population resides, Las Vegas 
is home to Clark County School District, which serves more than 311,000 stu-
dents, making it the largest school district in the Mountain West and fifth largest 
in the country. Founded in 1956, just 2 years after the landmark Brown v. Board 
decision of 1954, CCSD served a majority white student population, with African 

Table 4  Other student characteristics in Mountain West states

Source NCES Common Core of Data, 2011–2012 school year

Total Percent in Title I 
schools (%)

With IEP (%) Percent in 
LEP (%)

Percent FRL 
eligible (%)

Arizona 1,080,319 95.6 11.7 7.0 47.4

Colorado 854,265 27.4 10.2 12.0 40.8

Idaho 279,873 77.3 9.6 5.4 48.5

Montana 142,349 82.2 11.2 2.3 40.2

Nevada 439,634 – 11.1 19.1 54.0

New Mexico 337,225 90.2 13.8 15.9 68.0

Utah 598,832 23.3 11.9 5.6 47.6

Wyoming 90,099 39.9 14.2 3.0 36.8
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Americans constituting the second largest racial group. By 1970, 80 % of CCSD 
students were white, 16 % were black, 3 % were Latino, 1 % was “other,” and less 
than 1 % were American Indian. Fast forward to 2010, where the district’s new 
Latino majority comprises 42 % of student enrollment, followed by 32 % white, 
12 % black, 8 % Asian/Pacific Islander, and 0.06 % American Indian (Horsford, 
Sampson, et al., 2013) (see Fig. 2).

Drawing from previous studies of education in Las Vegas and Nevada (Horsford, 
2008; Horsford, Mokhtar, & Sampson, 2013; Horsford & Sampson, 2014; 
Horsford, Sampson, et al., 2013), I provide some state context of education policy 
and reform in Nevada, a discussion of CCSD’s “Prime 6 Schools”—the product of 
a voluntary desegregation plan developed in response to the district’s failed man-
datory one (Horsford, 2008; Horsford, Mokhtar, et al., 2013)—and an overview of 
Nevada’s growing EL population and CCSD’s efforts to expand opportunity for this 
growing share of students (Horsford, Mokhtar, et al., 2013). My aim here is to pro-
vide some additional district and local community perspectives on racial diversity, 
educational equality, and expanding opportunity within the larger context of federal 
and state accountability pressure, state funding formulas, and market-based reforms 
that do not account for the region’s changing student population.

 State Context: Education Policy and Reform in Nevada

Nevada has consistently ranked last or near last nationally on indicators from 
early childhood access, per pupil funding, and high-school graduation rates to 
economic opportunity and social mobility (The Annie E. Casey Foundation, 
2010). Since 1993, when the state’s original education reform package, Nevada 
Education Reform Act (NERA), was introduced, Nevada has struggled to improve 
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Fig. 2  CCSD student racial composition, 1990–2010
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its educational outcomes, despite the continued support for high-stakes account-
ability. Nevada’s poor national rankings and their implications for attracting busi-
ness and industry have led many of the state’s business, gaming, development, and 
philanthropic elite to express their dissatisfaction with schools and devise ways to 
improve them (Horsford & Sampson, 2013).

In 2010, then Republican Governor Jim Gibbons established the Nevada 
Education Reform Blue Ribbon Task Force for its twofold purpose: (1) prepare 
the state’s Race to the Top application and (2) “facilitate public and private discus-
sion and consensus for overall reform of public education for Nevada’s children” 
(Nevada Education Reform Blue Ribbon Task Force, 2010). Given the state’s poor 
record of educational performance and insufficient capacity to institute its pro-
posed reforms, not receiving the grant was not surprising. Nevertheless, the federal 
intent of Race to the Top was accomplished, since Nevada, in order to be competi-
tive for the grant, passed legislation aligned with the Department of Education’s 
reform agenda, which included college and career readiness benchmarks, student 
growth models, teacher and leader quality indicators, and school turnarounds, to 
include incentives for new charter schools.

Regretfully, while education reformers were competing for Race to the Top 
funds, largely intended to fill state budget holes and attempt to meet “maintenance 
of effort” levels of funding for education, they missed the opportunity to chart 
new territory as America’s new racial frontier in addressing education reforms that 
would meet the local and state needs of a rapidly changing, burgeoning student 
population that reflects the faces of the New West.

Amidst the major population changes taking place, reformers must engage in 
critical conversations about the source of Nevada’s poor educational outcomes 
and how an education policy focused on meeting the needs of its changing stu-
dent body (and future workforce and electorate) must be the state’s priority. The 
complex contemporary challenges facing today’s schools and school systems con-
cern matters of race, diversity, geography, equality, and achievement, which is why 
there is much to be gained from reflecting on histories of educational inequality. 
In the next section, I draw from previous work on the history of desegregation in 
CCSD to better understand linkages between a community’s educational history 
and its present condition.

 School Desegregation and Resegregation: Prime 6 Schools

In the West, the freedom struggle for equal education for nonwhite children, 
whether Native American, African American, Hispanic, or Asian, was often initi-
ated through legal and direct action, and Las Vegas was no exception. In their his-
torical case study of school desegregation and resegregation in Las Vegas from 
1968 to 1994, Horsford, Sampson, et al. (2013) described the events surrounding 
the Clark County’s school desegregation case, Kelly v. Guinn (1972), which led to 
CCSD’s mandatory Sixth Grade Center Plan of Integration in 1972, and ultimately, 
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a voluntary desegregation plan launched in 1993 known as the Prime 6 Schools 
Plan. Findings revealed a community narrative characteristic of the American 
West—one of legal challenges to school segregation coupled with direct action 
(Taylor, 1998).

One of the more interesting findings from this case study was the return to 
neighborhood schools initiated by African American community leaders, educa-
tors, parents, and activists who were displeased with the results of CCSD’s forced 
busing plan as the Sixth Grade Center Plan of Integration. After 20 years of the 
Westside’s predominately black student population bearing the burden of busing 
for 11 of the 12 years of their schooling, community protests of the Sixth Grade 
Center Plan of Integration and the broader community’s desire for a return to 
its neighborhood elementary schools led to CCSD’s creation of the Educational 
Opportunities Commission, which recommended the sixth grade centers in 
West Las Vegas be converted back into elementary schools. Implemented at the 
start of the 1993–1994 school year, this voluntary desegregation plan known as 
the Prime 6 Schools Plan would grant Westside students the option of attending 
their neighborhood school or school of choice outside of the Prime 6 Attendance 
Zone. According to CCSD, the Prime 6 Schools Plan reflected the district’s com-
mitment to “the educational benefits of cultural and racial diversity for all stu-
dents” and “increasing the opportunities for parents to have options regarding the 
schools their children will attend.” This focus on the benefits of diversity, equita-
ble resources, and opportunities for parental choice over racial balance marked an 
interesting shift regarding both the district and the black community’s conceptual-
izations of educational equality and opportunity. Investments and improvements 
into the Prime 6 Schools included increased support for staffing, parent engage-
ment, and pre-kindergarten and summer learning programs, along with a commu-
nity involvement component, multicultural education, extended school days, and 
resource rooms for students with special needs. The original plan of 1993 con-
sisted of seven traditional K-5 schools and one magnet school. By 2014, six tra-
ditional public schools and three magnet schools comprised the Prime 6 Schools, 
but with a much different student population in terms of race and home language. 
Beyond issues of race, culture, and segregation, the area’s concentrated poverty 
contributes to gaps in opportunity and achievement as uniquely experienced by 
black and Latino students attending Prime 6 Schools even when compared to 
their black and Latino peers attending non-Prime 6 Schools (Terriquez, Flashman, 
Schuler-Brown, & Orfield, 2009).

 Expanding Opportunity for English Learners:  
Zoom Schools

In addition to outpacing the rest of the U.S. in population growth, Nevada has also 
led the nation in the number of its ELs, many of whom are from families who 
are disproportionately poor, unemployed, and more likely to have a parent without 
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a high-school diploma (Horsford, Mokhtar, et al., 2013). One in three Nevada 
children speak a language other than English at home, and sadly, are struggling 
academically when compared to their native English-speaking peers. For CCSD 
students, the figures are even more staggering, given the sheer number of students 
and their racial distribution.

Based on a review of math and reading achievement data on the Nevada 
Criterion Referenced Test and High School Proficiency Examination (both of 
which are no longer in use), although Nevada’s students regardless of race and 
across grade levels are achieving at rates lower than the national average, ELs are 
faring particularly poorly (Horsford, Mokhtar, et al., 2013). In 2011, only 69 % of 
CCSD’s third graders met the state grade-level standard in reading: but only 61 % 
of ELs. Eighth graders overall performed even worse with only 58 % meeting 
the math standards, with only 28 % of ELs meeting the standard. Reading scores 
were even worse, with only 44 % of CCSD eighth graders meeting the standards, 
and only 10 % of ELs meeting the standards that year (Horsford, Mokhtar, et al., 
2013). At the high school level, EL students lag even further behind with only 
31 % deemed proficient in math compared to 71 % of students overall.

Many states and districts in the Mountain West and throughout the coun-
try struggle to manage rapid growth and/or a diversifying student body without 
the research, funding, or leadership capacity to serve its growing EL population, 
which requires hiring skilled teachers, administrators, and staff to meet its unique 
educational needs. A review of EL enrollments and education in Nevada revealed 
a critical demand for EL-related research in not only Nevada, but also the nations’ 
states experiencing increasing numbers of ELs in high-growth states. As noted 
before, “The lack of EL-related research is not only stunning, but also explains 
the absence of meaningful policy discussions and the inability for educational 
leaders and policymakers to craft and implement evidence-based policy solutions 
designed to improve educational opportunities for the state’s ELs” (Horsford, 
Mokhtar, et al., 2013).

Fortunately, research on Nevada’s ELs (i.e., Horsford, Mokhtar, et al., 2013) 
generated enough policy discussion to lead to the passing of Senate Bill 504, 
which granted for the first time in Nevada’s history monies allocated specifically 
to EL education. Until this recent investment, Nevada was one of the only eight 
states in the country that did not have EL funding included as a part of their for-
mula funding, despite the fact that nearly a third of the students were Latino, and 
half of them were limited ELs. The majority of this one-time allocation of $50 
million was directed to fund fourteen CCSD elementary schools with the highest 
shares of EL students. These newly designated “Zoom Schools” received nearly 
$40 million to fund pre-kindergarten and full-day kindergarten programs, smaller 
class sizes, summer learning, and reading skills centers, along with extra sup-
plies, textbooks, and learning technologies (Mokhtar, 2013). Although this step 
was a big one for the state, expectations by lawmakers that EL test scores will 
rise quickly enough in 2 years to justify additional funding is problematic, since 
it takes between 4 and 7 years for ELs to become proficient enough in English to 
learn content (Mokhtar, 2013). As Mokhtar concluded, “Although Senate Bill 504 
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is a big win for ELLs [English Language Learners] in CCSD, the district’s strategy 
should involve adequate time, evidence-based programs and practices, and a more 
permanent solution that is not tied to the legislative process” (para 10).

The similarities between the African American quest for equal education in Las 
Vegas between 1968 and 1994 (resulting in the Prime 6 Schools) and the more 
recent push for expanded educational opportunities for the region’s increasing 
Latino, EL population (through the designation of 14 Zoom Schools) in 2013, are 
striking, as is CCSD’s response to these respective communities. Both the Prime 
6 Schools and Zoom Schools resulted in additional funding and support for early 
learning and full-day kindergarten, multicultural and culturally relevant curricu-
lum, parent and family engagement, and additional classroom resources. A trou-
bling disconnect, however, exists between the community-based supports and 
opportunities provided at the school and district levels that hold the potential to 
advance educational equality and opportunity for Las Vegas’ black and Latino 
students living in neighborhoods of concentrated poverty, and the federal and 
state-level push for greater accountability for results regardless of who is in the 
classroom.

Further, implementing these additional education resources at Prime 6 and 
Zoom Schools only serves a small percentage of the African American and Latino 
students who need this support. A much larger commitment of resources needs to 
be made beyond these initial schools in order to reach all students who could ben-
efit from improved education outcomes. In order for this to be achieved, however, 
African American and Latino communities and other education and community 
leaders who support these kinds of community-based approaches must find new 
and more effective ways to establish coalitions to apply pressure on decision mak-
ers and policymakers. Building capacity for this kind of community-based deci-
sion-making will require strong leadership, mutual understanding, and a sense that 
more can be achieved by working together than forging this effort alone (Fig. 3).
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 Charting New Territory: Building Community Capacity 
and Cross-Racial Coalitions to Expand Educational 
Opportunity

As discussed previously, the Mountain West’s rapid expansion, urbanization, and 
racial diversity reflect America’s larger demographic and political transformation. 
Shaped by major changes in population density and diversity, the region’s past and 
present represent an underexplored legacy and tradition of multiracial competition 
and collaboration unique to the West. Its future suggests an opportunity to chart 
new territory by forging real education reforms that meet the unique needs of its 
people, rather than narrow conceptions of student achievement and school perfor-
mance that disregard the demographic realities of the Mountain West. In response 
to the top-down, high-stakes accountability approaches to school improvement 
that continue to prove unsuccessful in closing opportunity gaps for the region’s 
historically underserved students, in this section, I suggest a community-based 
political race project in education grounded in democratic ideals of educational 
equality and opportunity and operationalized through cross-racial, community 
capacity building for improved educational experiences and learning outcomes for 
students of color.

 From “Presumed Alliance” to “Political Race”

In his book, The Presumed Alliance: The Unspoken Conflict between Latinos and 
Blacks and What it Means for America, California attorney Vaca (2004) chal-
lenged the assumption that a “presumed alliance” should exist between blacks 
and Latinos given their shared minority status. His exploration of the compli-
cated political relationship between these two groups on a variety of issues, espe-
cially competition for jobs and resources, reflects the historically complex nature 
of multiracial relations in the West, particularly around civil rights. His critique 
of suggestions that blacks and Latinos can and should leverage their political 
power through cooperation but that fail to provide direction on how this could 
be accomplished was in some ways answered by the work of Lani Guinier and 
Gerald Torres 2 years prior in their 2002 book, The Miner’s Canary: Enlisting 
Race, Resisting Power, Transforming Democracy. According to Guinier and 
Torres (2002), political race is located at the intersection of race, politics, culture, 
and economics and “is not something you are,” but rather “something you do”  
(p. 107). Thus, they describe a political race project as one that (1) recognizes, as 
an asset, the potential solidarity and connection that those who have been raced 
often experience; (2) articulates a broader social justice agenda that includes dis-
covering “how the construction and uses of race have historically operated to 
prevent authentic and strategic linkages between communities that have more in 
common than is normally supposed”; and (3) demonstrates a willingness to exper-
iment with new democratic practices (pp. 95–96).
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Using this theory of political race as a guide, I consider here the viability of 
a political race project in education in Las Vegas, fueled by an existing commu-
nity-based education reform effort known as the Las Vegas Promise Neighborhood 
Initiative, which aims to provide a cradle-to-college and career continuum of solu-
tions for the target neighborhood’s predominately African American and Latino 
student population.

 Las Vegas Promise Neighborhood Initiative

As discussed earlier, the Prime 6 Schools located in Las Vegas’ historic West Las 
Vegas neighborhood enjoy a rich history, and the African American community’s 
connections to its schools run deep. Rapid growth and demographic change, how-
ever, has transformed this formerly black neighborhood into one that is now just as 
Latino as it is African American. With a student population that is 45 % black and 
45 % Latino, 30 % EL, and where 86–100 % qualify for Free and Reduced Lunch, 
the Prime 6 Schools serve as a microcosm of how racial, cultural, economic, and 
political forces have converged to create new challenges and questions for rapidly 
changing schools. Additionally, the disproportionate number of charter schools 
in the area (which serve predominately black student populations) has resulted in 
decreased enrollment and further racial segregation in the community that suffered 
most from school segregation, and according to some community members, deseg-
regation (Horsford, Sampson, et al., 2013). For these reasons and more, the pro-
posed Las Vegas Promise Neighborhood (LVPN) became the focus of a Promise 
Neighborhoods planning grant application with a mission “to provide cradle-to-
college and career support services to children and families in Historic West Las 
Vegas through strong schools, leveraged resources, and coordinated community-
building efforts that would allow all children in the LVPN to have a safe, healthy, 
and strong academic start in life” (Horsford & Sampson, 2013, p. 11).

Through a large collaborative of community partners (e.g., Clark County 
School District, City of Las Vegas, Clark County, Nevada Partners, Head Start, 
United Way of Southern Nevada, Las Vegas Urban League, Communities in 
Schools, Clark County Department of Juvenile Justice Services, Las Vegas-Clark 
County Library District, Southern Nevada Health District, Southern Nevada 
Regional Housing Authority, Culinary Academy of Las Vegas, and The Smith 
Center for the Performing Arts), the LVPN Initiative would focus on improving 
student achievement in the neighborhood’s persistently low-achieving schools. 
LVPN’s goals, however, were not limited to school improvement, but also 
involved a larger community capacity building effort designed to “integrate pro-
grams, break down agency silos, enhance partner capacity, develop a local infra-
structure of systems and resources, and scale up effective solutions” (Horsford & 
Sampson, 2013, p. 11) in ways that supported project success and sustainability.

As Horsford and Sampson (2014) concluded, “community capacity building 
in economically distressed and racially minoritized communities should prioritize 
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community organizing as a key function and strategy for future capacity build-
ing efforts, particularly around urban school improvement (c.f., Mediratta, Shah, 
& McAlister, 2008; Stone, Doherty, Jones, & Ross, 1999; Warren, 2005).” The 
authors also underscored the need, particularly in low-capacity metros like Las 
Vegas, to mobilize parents, students, residents, and community stakeholders in 
ways that build their capacity and political power to “sustain democratically-con-
trolled schools committed to equity and improved achievement outcomes for all 
students.”

 Building Coalitions and Community to Expand 
Opportunity

As the West’s racial and ethnic groups “wait to be introduced” (Limerick, 1988, 
p. 359), a political race project grounded in community capacity and cross-racial 
coalition building can help to shift education policy and reform efforts from a 
top-down approach, to a more inclusive, democratic politics of practice. The his-
torical legacy of exclusion, segregation, and discrimination experienced by Black 
and Latino children, families, and communities creates opportunities to build coa-
litions and community support for an education agenda that holds schools, edu-
cational leaders, and policymakers accountable for the quality of education they 
provide students of color. As Gándara (2010) warned, “Although the problem of 
school segregation has traditionally been cast as a black/white issue, today Latinos 
are more likely than African Americans to attend segregated schools” (Gándara, 
2010, p. 60). The emergence of triple segregation, or segregation by race, poverty, 
and language (Gándara, 2010; Terriquez et al., 2009), in historic West Las Vegas 
does not bode well for either community and underscores the need for community 
capacity building for school reform.

This is not to suggest a presumed alliance between African American and 
Latino communities. In fact, it acknowledges critical points of departure on issues 
such as immigration, employment, and competition for scarce resources (Vaca, 
2004). Nevertheless, the changing demography and politics of Las Vegas and the 
Mountain West region present an opportunity that must be leveraged through stra-
tegic cross-racial linkages and political coalitions. Such a project could create 
space for communities that are presumed to be allies but do not leverage the demo-
cratic power that is possible by sharing knowledge of their backgrounds, values, 
struggles, and dreams for educational opportunity for their children. This demo-
cratic politics of practice would serve as the counter balance to an education pol-
icy dominated by corporate interests by making room for the voices and demands 
of everyday parents, students, teachers, and constituents. Such connections, mobi-
lization, and experimentation would serve as a basis for efforts to reclaim power 
and agency for parents, restore advocacy to students, and ignite the political activ-
ism and politics of practice required in today’s overly politicized education policy 
environment.
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 Conclusion

As education observers grapple with questions of diversity and equity within 
today’s top-down, high-stakes accountability policy environment, a shifting racial, 
cultural, economic, political, and demographic landscape complicates the already 
shaky discourse around issues of race and educational equality. Fortunately, the 
Mountain West region provides an informative context by which to examine such 
issues and reimagine new approaches to educational advocacy and a politics of 
practice. As Lang and Sanchez (2012) explained, “The Mountain West is transi-
tioning from a once solid and reliable Republican region into a more contested 
space” (p. 79)—a space that, I argue, makes room for building civic capacity for 
education advocacy and reform. The region’s contemporary dynamics and rich 
cultural history represent the intersection of race, politics, economics, and cul-
ture in ways that personify political race and its potential to transform democracy 
(Guinier & Torres, 2002). Its legacy of interracial competition and cooperation 
serves as a natural backdrop for a political race project that leverages the political 
power of an increasingly young, minority voting population in partnership with 
allies for change. This growing electorate of young, urban, and diverse  voters—
today’s public school students—can leverage their political voice and agency in 
ways that transform schools and chart a new frontier for educational equality, 
opportunity, and social justice in America’s New Heartland and beyond.
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ars, advocates, and educational leaders, we pondered this question at the NYU 
Metropolitan Center for Research on Equity and the Transformation of Schools’ 
Brown: 60 and Beyond conference held on that campus in May 2014. The focus of 
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that centers upon race detracts from the development of core academic competen-
cies. To the contrary, we argue that a critical approach to the teaching of race not 
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We begin with an explanation of the new demographic reality in American 
education. In doing so, we make the case that the new non-White majority in US 
schools demands a rethinking of curriculum and teaching. We next introduce our 
conception of a critical pedagogy of race, which draws from the fields of criti-
cal pedagogy and Ethnic Studies. We then explore the limitations of a race-neutral 
curriculum and situate our focus on high school Ethnic Studies within a tradition 
that dates back to the late 1960s. The article then presents three cases of critical 
race pedagogy with high-school students. We conclude with implications for cur-
riculum development, educational policy, and praxis.

 The Demographic Reality of American Education

When looking at recent data gathered from the Council of Great City Schools on 
the largest school districts in the country (Council of Great City Schools, 2012), 
the necessity for a critical pedagogy of race becomes salient. Of the 6.9 million 
students who are enrolled in the nation’s largest 60 school districts, 71 % of them 
are either African American or Latino (as opposed to approximately 35 % for 
the nation as a whole), 69 % are eligible for free or reduced lunch as determined 
by household income, and 17 % are classified as an English Language Learners 
(ELLs), while many, many more come from homes where languages other than 
English are spoken. Nationwide, the largest central city school districts are home 
to 28 % of all African American students, 24 % of all Latino students, 19 % of all 
Asian American students, and 25 % of all ELLs (Council of Great City Schools, 
2012). It is interesting to note that only 5 % of White students in the United States 
attend schools in these larger city districts.

What do these numbers tell us? At one level, they speak to a large demographic 
shift in the ethnic population across the nation. While a generation ago, America’s 
schools could have been identified as predominantly White, this group now com-
prises just 52 % of the national public school population (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2014), and by 2023 it is projected that nationwide White stu-
dents will only comprise 45 % of the US public school population. In 2014, there 
were already several states with a non-White majority such as California, New 
Mexico, and New York. These numbers also speak to the intense segregation of 
students of color in America’s central cities. A recently published report by the 
UCLA Civil Rights Project (Kucsera & Orfield, 2014) shows that 60 % of all of 
the African American students in the state of New York are contained within the 
five boroughs of New York City, while only 10 % of White students are found in 
this same geographic area. While a growing non-White student population should 
bring forward important conversations about diversifying curriculum for all stu-
dents, what we have instead are hypersegregated non-White educational spaces 
where students are still provided a curriculum and a set of pedagogical practices 
representative of an ethnically homogenous America that never existed.
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Unfortunately, while there are many exceptions, in the aggregate it is  possible 
to make strong correlations nationally between hypersegregated non-White 
schools and systems and academic underachievement. Many of these school dis-
tricts have higher dropout rates and lower standardized test scores than their sub-
urban counterparts. As a nation, it appears that we have come to expect schools 
serving large numbers of African American and Latino students to fail: that they 
will have fewer educational resources and substandard academic performance. 
How is it, in such a wealthy nation (with a GDP north of 15 trillion dollars), that 
we have allowed ourselves to become so comfortable with so much racialized edu-
cational failure?

In 2010, the United States Department of Education released a report entitled 
A Blueprint for Reform: The Reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act. The report begins by outlining the relative decline in college com-
pletion rates for the United States. In one generation, the US has fallen from second 
to eleventh worldwide in the percentage of 25–34 year olds who have completed 
a college degree. The slide represents challenges we are facing in our educational 
system to provide adequate and equitable college access for all of our students. In 
particular, these problems are most acute for historically marginalized populations: 
those who are poor, those who are non-White, and those who attend schools in our 
nation’s central cities. The lack of college access for students of color represents 
a problem for the US, which wants to maintain its global economic hegemony; 
however, we argue that the lack of college access among historically marginalized 
populations holds tremendous implications for our ability to increase the pipeline of 
educator–advocates who will lead the next generation of educational reform. The 
nation’s teaching force is becoming increasingly homogenous even as K-12 class-
rooms and schools are becoming increasingly diverse (Feistritzer, 2011; National 
Collaborative on Diversity in the Teaching Force, 2004).

Students who do not finish high school are more likely to be underemployed, to 
go to prison, and to have children at a young age; they are less likely to vote and 
they are more likely to have children who do not finish high school (Rumberger, 
2011). When the Blueprint identifies that fewer than 20 % of African American 
and Latino students in the 25–34 age group are completing college, it reveals a 
problem of epic proportions; a problem that would be mitigated by a critical peda-
gogy of race in American education.

 Toward a Critical Pedagogy of Race in American 
Education

Without access to a critical global education, there is little that ordinary indi-
viduals will be able to offer to the twenty-first century, with its high demands for 
academic literacy and technological competency needed both for professional 
opportunities in the knowledge economy and civic responsibilities in our expand-
ing and complex democracies. There is no question that a high-quality education 
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is invaluable to the future of our nation and to the individuals who will shape that 
future. As the president, the secretary of education, and numerous members of 
Congress and the business community have reminded us, an educated citizenry 
is essential for our economic growth and our national security (USDOE, 2010); 
but, more importantly, a critically educated population is a nonnegotiable for the 
strength of our multicultural democracy and our national character. How might we 
rethink the philosophy and practice of American education to ensure the eradica-
tion of institutional racism, low expectations, and the general moral disinvestment 
in our nation’s most impoverished schools?

Critical pedagogy is an educational process that engages members of histori-
cally underserved groups in humane and problem-posing dialog to name and ulti-
mately transform oppressive social and structural conditions within schools and 
the larger society (Freire, 1970). Critical pedagogy is an approach to formal and 
informal education that challenges the concept of “culture-free” learning (Grant 
& Sleeter, 1990) and seeks instead to build authentic educational experiences that 
begin with the local experiences of students, families, and communities (Freire & 
Macedo, 1987; Yosso, 2005). In addition, proponents of this approach desire to 
foster an awareness of the structural conditions and societal norms that perpetu-
ate inequity and oppression (McLaren, 1994). Moving beyond critique, however, 
the goals of critical pedagogy are to develop powerful readers and writers who can 
draw upon their literacy skills and their concern for justice to facilitate action for 
change (Darder, 2002; Freire, 1970). The very premise of critical pedagogy seeks 
to move away from the banking model of education that is based on a one-way 
transmission (or deposit) of knowledge to students’ minds to an approach where 
teachers and students pose questions of the world (Freire, 1970) and engage in a 
process of inquiry and action (Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008).

The project of critical pedagogy is a humanizing one in that it aims to help 
historically marginalized groups to obtain an education that will in turn lead to 
attaining a fuller humanity (Bartolome, 1994). Critical pedagogy is committed to 
democratizing power and access through collective action that involves those who 
have been muted, disregarded, or even worse targeted as objects of scorn, hate, or 
rejection (McLaren, 1994). Critical pedagogy is a belief in the potential of every-
day people to function as catalysts of change; it is a dialogic and mutually con-
stitutive process between educators and students that develops skills, sensibilities, 
and identities; and it holds the promise to become one of the most relevant and 
revolutionary tools in urban education today (Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008).

While critical pedagogy has much to offer, it lacks an explicit attention to race 
and racial relations that is at the center of Ethnic Studies. Ethnic Studies is an 
interdisciplinary field that begins with the assumption that race and racism have 
been and will continue to be strong social and cultural forces in American soci-
ety (Hu-Dehart, 1993). It builds on the pioneering work of Carter G Woodson 
(1933) and W.E.B. Du Bois (1903), Third World movements for decolonization 
(Fanon, 1963), Black independent schools and Afrocentric public schools, and 
tribal schools (Sleeter, 2011). Ethnic Studies—which was first identified as “Third 
World Studies” and changed at the moment of its institutionalization—emerged 
from a swiftly flowing confluence of revolutionary work and theorizing in the 
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late 1960s. The Third World Liberation Front (TWLF) coalition formed at San 
Francisco State University and University of California, Berkeley was a momen-
tous transnational project that aspired to undo over 400 years of world history and 
was inspired by anticolonial, anti-racist strivings aimed at addressing what W.E.B. 
Du Bois memorably termed “the problem of the twentieth century” (Okihiro, 
2011). Prior to the 1960s, the large corpus of scholarship by Black intellectuals 
(and other scholars of color) was rarely taught at colleges and universities (Rojas, 
2007). The TWLF demanded inclusion, access, democracy, representation, and 
new academic units buttressing multicultural and anti-racist curricula in both post-
secondary and K-12 contexts (Umemoto, 1989).

Furthermore, Ethnic Studies centers race and racism as the primary terrain of 
academic inquiry and interrogates the construction and deconstruction of racial 
projects. Omi and Winant’s (1994) seminal work on racial formation provides a 
critical framework in deconstructing social institutions as “racial projects,” where 
racial categories are at once made real, but are also contested and reconfigured. 
Schools and curricula themselves have become “racial projects” where racial 
inequity has become naturalized. Ethnic Studies scholars and K-12 teachers also 
attempt to counter that inequity by tapping into the untold and untapped knowledge 
production of communities of color that is often absent from mainstream curricula 
at the secondary and postsecondary levels. Ethnic Studies, as a field, is very broad 
and critical in that it seeks to deconstruct the forces that contribute to the normal-
izing of racialized inequity and in that it also seeks to affirm and include multi-
ple voices, perspectives, and artifacts within the corpus of sanctioned knowledge. 
Recent studies of Ethnic Studies high-school courses have demonstrated robust 
academic and media literacy skills (Morrell, Dueñas, Garcia, & López, 2013), the 
formation of critical literacy skills and an ethical responsibility to self and commu-
nity (de los Ríos, 2013), and students as reconstructors of history (Jocson, 2008). 
From exposure to Ethnic Studies curricula, students are better able to develop a 
language of critique and possibility; and students of color are far more likely to 
have access to their histories and a fuller humanity in the educational arena.

The coupling of critical pedagogy and Ethnic Studies serves as a response 
and intervention to a racialized education crisis. Through combining the student-
as-agent approach of critical pedagogy and race conscious inquiry that grounds 
Ethnic Studies, we feel it possible to create powerful curricula that simultaneously 
develop academic literacies, self-efficacy, and collective action for racial justice. 
The necessity of this approach is made even clearer by the continued growth of 
“post-racial” ideologies that have naturalized racial inequity in schools (King, 
1991; Philip, 2011).

 America’s “Race-Neutral” Curricula

The concept of “race-neutrality” permeates US curricula, schooling, and education 
policy (Wells, 2014). Schools as racial projects operate under the assumption that 
the process of becoming educated is a race-neutral or color-blind experience. On 
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the contrary, not only formal school curricula but also informal, hidden, and null 
curricula work to maintain economic, political, societal, and cultural order (Apple, 
1982; Bernstein, 1975). Since the beginning of schooling, curricula have served 
as a tool for acculturation and a depository of white supremacist ideals and val-
ues. As Tyack (1974) recounts, it has been the epistemologies, values, and beliefs 
of White Anglo Saxon Protestants (WASPs) that have been historically (and cur-
rently) deemed of most worth in public schools.

Schoolmen… held a common set of WASP values, professed a common core (that is, pan-
Protestant) Christianity, were ethnocentric, and tended to glorify the sturdy virtues of a 
departed tradition. They took their values for granted as self-evidently true—not subject to 
legitimate debate. (Tyack, 1974, p. 109)

As “the key institution in the practical process of social differentiation and 
selection and the heart of the ideological process through which inequality is made 
to seem legitimate” (Shapiro & Purpel, 1993, p. 62 as cited in Goodwin, 2010, 
p. 3110), schools and school curricula have been key in maintaining hegemony. 
Furthermore, Sleeter (2002) argues that curricula and standards alike advance a 
dominant ideology by disregarding the scholarship of historically oppressed 
groups and attempting to build students’ allegiances to the existing social order.

Recent cases across the country convey the ways in which white supremacy 
is standardized through “race-neutral” curricula. The struggle over Texas history 
standards is a prime example (Au, 2013; Vasquez Heilig, Brown, & Brown, 2012). 
A bloc of conservative evangelical Christians on the state Board of Education 
eliminated the Seneca Falls Convention and women’s suffrage activist Carrie 
Chapman Catt from the standards, while also removing Harriet Tubman off the list 
of good citizens. Texas also swapped out Martin Luther King Jr. Day, minimized 
the incarceration of Japanese Americans during WWII, reduced the discussion 
of slavery, and removed references to United Farm Worker labor leader, Dolores 
Huerta (Foner, 2010; McKinley 2010).

Furthermore, the ideological battle in Tucson, Arizona over representation, his-
torical memory, and epistemology was seen through the dismantling of the once 
academically successful Raza/Mexican American Studies Program in the Tucson 
Unified School District (Cabrera, Meza, Romero, & Rodriguez, 2013). This pro-
gram was based on socioculturally and historically contingent curriculum and 
pedagogy (Romero, Arce, & Cammarota, 2009) and drew from counter-hegem-
onic frameworks like Mesoamerican epistemologies (Rodríguez, 2012). The 
Mexican American Studies Program has been empirically shown to increase the 
achievement of its students using typical indicators (Cabrera, Milem, & Marx, 
2012; Cappellucci et al., 2011) and yet was deemed “un-American,” “divisive,” 
 promoting “sedition,” and encouraging students to “overthrow the government” 
(Sleeter, 2011).

Howard (2010) has argued that color-blind perspectives in curriculum develop-
ment and schooling perpetuate racial inequality and “reproduce racial and cultural 
hegemony in school practices” (p. 53). Thus curriculum—as a tool for accultura-
tion and a conduit for whitestream epistemologies and values (Urrieta, 2009)—has 
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historically promoted the de-Indigenization, axiological subjugation, miseduca-
tion, and the assimilation of students of color to the dominant Western culture. 
In effect, educational practices that appropriate “color-blind” ideologies are not 
color-blind at all—these strategies of erasure are simultaneous practices of white-
ness. Reconfiguring learning spaces from color-blindness to race-consciousness is 
significant in Ethnic Studies approaches.

 Ethnic Studies in American High Schools

As we contemplate a more widespread use of a critical pedagogy of Ethnic Studies 
in America’s high schools, it is important to understand the rich tradition of Ethnic 
Studies teaching in these settings that already exists. Erroneously, many believe 
that Ethnic Studies have only been taught in universities and colleges. However, 
the tradition of high-school Ethnic Studies is as long and rich as the postsecondary 
context that we know and hear much more about.

As early as 1968, students at Berkeley High School in Northern California were 
demanding an African American Studies department (Ogbar, 2004; Rojas, 2007), 
which has now been a part of that school’s curriculum for more than 45 years. 
In addition, the Chicana/o Blowouts in East Los Angeles, also of 1968, became 
the largest student mobilization in US history (Acuña, 1996); students attending 
Garfield, Lincoln, Belmont, Roosevelt, and Wilson high schools protested against 
the schools’ substandard material conditions and quality of education. One of the 
key points of protest for the students at Garfield, Roosevelt, Wilson, and Lincoln 
high schools was the lack of curriculum dealing with Chicana/o history, language, 
and culture (García & Castro, 2011; Ochoa, 2008).

It is out of that rich tradition of pedagogy and praxis in California schools that 
dates back nearly 50 years that we offer three case studies of recent work employ-
ing what we have come to call critical pedagogies of race with high-school stu-
dents. The first of these cases explores students’ critical close readings of federal 
legislations affecting their lives and futures and their organizing of social justice 
community posadas to raise awareness and create local solutions. The second case, 
from Roosevelt High School, shows how López looked to community resources 
to design a Community Cultural Treasures Project that united teachers, nonprofit 
arts organizations, and literacy directors to create an assignment that addressed the 
life, culture, local history, and voice of students. The final case study describes 
a 12-year project where high-school students used youth participatory action 
research (YPAR) to unpack issues of social and racial injustice in their neighbor-
hoods, schools, and communities. The case exemplifies the tremendous passion 
and purpose youth bring to racial justice work and it also shows the potential to 
leverage this intense engagement to increase academic achievement and college 
access.
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 Pomona High School

Despite research conveying that Latina/o families are the least likely to partici-
pate in political activism (Bloemraad, Voss, & Lee, 2011; Martínez, 2005), up 
to 5 million (mostly Latina/o) immigrants and their allies took part in a historic 
national mass mobilization in spring of 2006 (Zepeda-Millán, 2014). An unprece-
dented wave of immigrant activism captured the nation’s attention with a series of 
mass demonstrations to protest The Border Protection, Antiterrorism, and Illegal 
Immigration Control Act of 2005 (H.R. 4437), which sought to change the penalty 
for being undocumented from a civil violation to a federal felony. The bill also 
targeted anyone who assisted “people without papers” by punishing them with 
monetary fines and incarceration (Zepeda-Millán & Wallace, 2013). de los Ríos, a 
teacher at Pomona High School (PHS) at the time, observed that many of her stu-
dents and their families, im/migrants themselves, developed an oppositional con-
sciousness (Morris & Braine, 2001) around this nativist legislation as deportations 
and the separation of families were at an all-time high in their communities. From 
these experiences emanated a series of charlas (community discussions) and later 
a vision for a high-school curriculum that would center topics like im/migration, 
investigate conceptual themes from women and Ethnic Studies, labor history, and 
English literature, and allow students to explore the lived experiences of Chicana/
o-Latina/o young people and other people of color and connect them to larger 
historical trajectories. Pomona High School’s Chicana/o-Latina/o Studies courses 
and program became the product of this vision and the first college-preparatory 
Ethnic Studies courses offered in the Pomona Unified School District (de los Ríos 
& Ochoa, 2012).

True to Ethnic Studies’ disciplinary commitment to grassroots communities 
(Okihiro & Tsou, 2006), PHS’s Chicana/o-Latina/o Studies courses offer mul-
tiple opportunities for high-school students to engage in grassroots community 
organizing projects. One of these cultivates civic engagement and critical lit-
eracies alongside jornaleros (day laborers) and staff of the Pomona Day Labor 
Center, also known as the Pomona Economic Opportunity Center (PEOC). The 
PEOC not only provides a safe place for workers and their potential employers 
to meet up and negotiate a day’s work, it also organizes day laborers so that they 
are active leaders in their own communities who take on issues important to day 
laborers and the greater immigrant community. As the founding teacher of the 
Chicana/o-Latina/o Studies course, de los Ríos hoped that her students would 
not only develop both critical and academic literacies through this partnership, 
but also gain knowledge and skill sets that would help them better address their 
material conditions (Freire, 1970) within a pervasive anti-migrant hegemony 
(Gonzáles, 2013). At the commencement of the collaboration, the skillful organ-
izing demonstrated by the jornaleros, the Director Susan Foster, Pitzer College 
Professor José Calderón, and others provided and continues to provide our high-
school students with fruitful learning experiences and fecund soil for critical 
thinking.
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In the winter of 2008, students enrolled in the PHS Chicana/o-Latina/o Studies 
courses began organizing social justice posadas with jornaleros from the PEOC 
(de los Ríos, 2013). Since then, hundreds of young people, parents, and commu-
nity members participate in a candlelight procession every year in resistance to the 
increasing anti-immigrant sentiments and call for a path to citizenship for the 12 
million undocumented immigrants in the United States. Rooted within a frame-
work of service-learning, Chicana/o-Latina/o Studies students partner up with 
Pomona Day Laborers—many of whom are immigrants from México and Central 
America—to organize a community procession that seeks to promote awareness 
around current state and federal policies affecting immigrants, especially undocu-
mented students. This project is a modern adaptation of the popular religious rit-
ual celebrated throughout the US Southwest and México. A posada, meaning inn 
or shelter in Spanish, is traditionally celebrated in the season of Advent with the 
biblical reenactment of Joseph and Mary traveling home-to-home seeking shelter 
and refuge during the week before Christmas. While this project is not a religious 
posada, it still draws from the community’s funds of knowledge and honors long-
standing spiritual rituals and culturally relevant practices. Rather than centering 
the biblical narrative of the Holy Family’s experience with rejection when seek-
ing acceptance, the posada concentrates on the current social climate of undocu-
mented students and immigrant families seeking amnesty, justice, and opportunity. 
Instead of singing the traditional religious songs, historical social justice songs 
like “De Colores” are bilingually sung, and poetry and chants that advocate for 
human rights are read and chanted. Prior to the posada, high-school students 
engage in a rigorous unit that explores some of the important concepts and theo-
ries necessary to understand immigration.

First, students read excerpts of Francisco Jimenez’ book The Circuit and 
Helena Maria Viramontes’ book Under the Feet of Jesus. The Circuit is an auto-
biographical novel based on the author’s journey as a young boy migrating from 
Mexico to the US and living in migrant labor camps in California. Similarly, 
Viramontes’ book tells the story of a young girl and her migrant family’s ardu-
ous struggle with working the fields in the summer months. These novels pro-
vide an important context for migrant labor and California agricultural history. 
Additionally, for 2 weeks, students study the history of immigration as a global 
phenomenon, agricultural labor, and wage discrimination and hear first-hand testi-
monios from jornaleros in the Los Angeles and San Bernardino areas. Later, high 
school students compare wages and labor conditions from the Delano Grape Strike 
in 1965 to various twenty-first century agricultural strikes and conduct close read-
ings of both federal and state legislations affecting immigrant families.

Moreover, students have developed academic position papers, written letters to 
local council members, and spoken publicly at various forums in the community 
advocating for both the California and Federal DREAM Act and comprehensive 
immigration reform. Utilizing a non-hierarchical and asset-based approach to unite 
Pomona day laborers and Pomona High School students, this collaboration con-
tinues to be unique in that it brings together two marginalized communities that 
are usually kept apart—the grassroots labor community and the urban public K-12 
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sector. It entails the co-creation of a liberatory space—a Social Justice Community 
Posada—that engages families, teachers, and administrators in critical discussion, 
collective action, and literacies of humanity and justice.

The organizing of the actual posada occurs primarily after school with the jor-
naleros; students work in committees with day laborers for 4 weeks. Together they 
form a procession route in downtown Pomona, contact businesses and local and 
national newspapers, create songs of justice and peace, research bilingual poems 
that stand in solidarity with immigrants, and ultimately build community with 
their neighbors, including the local business where they would eventually visit 
and sing. Students have also created iMovies, Prezis, and photo essays document-
ing their journeys with this assignment. These digital artifacts are often used for 
the following year’s posadas as teaching tools and have also been presented at 
national conferences to not only convey students’ passion for social justice, their 
twenty-first century literacies, and the critical thinking skills that derive from this 
project but also serve as examples of young people who are powerfully and civi-
cally engaged and active in fighting for the self-determination and dignity of their 
communities. Lastly, the institutionalization of the partnership between Pomona 
High School and the PEOC has given students a stronger sense of membership 
within the school campus community where students have articulated feeling sig-
nificantly “safer” as members of immigrant and transnational communities both 
inside and outside of school (de los Ríos, 2013).

 Roosevelt High School

Serving culturally rich Chicano/a-Latino/a communities such as the east side of 
Los Angeles offers educators opportunities to design Ethnic Studies units that 
address students’ history, culture, and humanity. As a result of the nation’s reli-
ance on high stakes testing and standardized curricula, teachers are restricted from 
freely building student community literacy and implementing culturally empow-
ering pedagogies. However, by taking interdisciplinary approaches, partnering 
with local community organizations, and building alliances across cultural com-
munities, educators can supersede irrational and dehumanizing hegemonic forces 
(Darder, 2002). In the spring of 2013, López, a history teacher at Roosevelt High 
School, engaged his 10th grade World History students in a community grounded 
Ethnic Studies project.

López participated in the designing of the Community Cultural Treasures 
Project that brought together teachers and nonprofit community arts and literacy 
directors to create a project that addressed the life, culture, local history, and voice 
of students. Partnering with long-standing and respected community arts leaders 
was fundamental for the success of this project, because they brought a wealth of 
knowledge and connections to leaders who have historically transformed and con-
tinue to transform the neighborhood into a culturally rich hub. Students learned 
to identify community-based cultural assets and generate empowering community 



187Critical Ethnic Studies in High School Classrooms …

knowledge through a critical textual product (Morrell, 2008) that offered an alter-
native and liberating counter-narrative to the dominant discourse. Students pub-
lished a book of biographies, poems, narratives, and interviews that challenged 
racist notions of their neighborhood and shared their work to community members 
at a local theater arts space.

To generate the content for the book, students were guided in setting up inter-
views with community cultural treasures, individuals who have made positive 
contributions to the culture and people of East Los Angeles. Students conducted 
in-depth interviews with people from their neighborhood who promote the pres-
ervation of Boyle Height’s culture and ethnic wealth. Seeing positive images of 
community members who are transforming and expanding the cultural landscape 
is critical for the development of empowered youth. Projects such as these allow 
for students to read about people who have made powerful contributions through-
out history, and more importantly collaborate with them in the writing of their own 
community history. Students who have a passion for art chose to interview Willie 
Herron and Wayne Healy, two of the first public artists who began painting cul-
tural murals in East Los Angeles in the 1970s. Other students sat down with local 
musical artists from the bands Quetzal and La Santa Cecilia to explore how their 
music addresses and celebrates the Latino community. Students also met directors 
of community spaces, such as Casa 0101, a theater arts center that puts on pro-
ductions on community themes, and Espacio 1839, a local bookstore, radio sta-
tion, and cultural art space where community culture advocates and young people 
converge to create and share diverse forms of empowering arts and approaches to 
change and community building. There were over 70 different community-based 
cultural assets that students identified, engaged with, and wrote about. Many were 
local food vendors and resilient people who reflect the cultural diversity and ethnic 
wealth of Boyle Heights in East Los Angeles.

Students told stories of Boyle Height’s musicians, muralists, activists, cultural 
landmarks, educators, cultural workers, and family in their book product, La Vida 
Diferente (A different life). Through the process of having students meet and listen 
to stories of their community’s culture, they were exposed to existing cultural cap-
ital and learned to perceive their community as a space that culturally empowers 
its members, rather than seeing their neighborhood through a deficit lens. Ethnic 
Studies amplifies the voices of students and communities that have historically 
been spoken for. The student writings were products that dispelled racist stereo-
types of Chicana/o-Latina/o communities generated in the dominant media.

In the classroom, students were learning how to write in multiple genres and 
building their literacy skills by moving through the writing and editing process. 
Tutors from a local nonprofit organization volunteered in both López’s class 
and his partnering English class to offer students support in their written pieces. 
Students had a lot of support through this project, which was central to its suc-
cess, and fundamental in what Ethnic Studies teachers must do—gather support 
and resources from local communities. It is critical for educators to seek out local 
organizations and develop projects that connect students to the community and 
the community to the classroom. One of the many positive outcomes that came 
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out of this project was that students became aware of and connected to the many 
resources, spaces, and people in East Los Angeles that they can tap into for sup-
port, guidance, and inspiration. For example, a student Paula became aware of a 
community cycling club for women of color, and can now turn to the group of 
empowered women while expanding her support network of people that can help 
her navigate through society as a female of color. Another student Giselle inter-
viewed public artist Raul González, who has painted many murals around Boyle 
Heights, many with youth, on themes that promote community culture, history, 
and empowerment. Giselle became much more interested in murals and later 
helped paint a mural at her school.

When the book was published, a book-release celebration was organized at a 
local theater space. Family, teachers, and people who were interviewed for the 
book were invited to hear students read their pieces. This culminating event was 
transformational for youth, who had in their hands the fruits of their hard work; 
they experienced shifting identities as writers, historians, scholars, and authors of 
community culture. The space facilitated an intersection of community leaders 
of the past and cultural advocates of the present, which included the youth who 
authored the book. López believes that authentic critical Ethnic Studies curricula 
and projects must create opportunities for students to participate in the reading of 
the world, rather than it being imposed by teachers and academics (Freire, 1998).

Unlike alienating curriculum, this project had the support of community mem-
bers and cultural workers. Through this nurturing and caring approach in building 
student skills and scholarship students further revealed their community cultural 
wealth, while contributing to the struggle for racial justice (Yosso, 2005). This 
project aims at highlighting to educators who are working to create humanizing 
curriculum, the crucial importance to not develop projects in isolation but rather 
work in solidarity (Freire, 1998) with the community they serve, including stu-
dents. Working in community develops stronger relationships within the school 
and the neighborhood. As a result of this project, López developed new relation-
ships with community cultural workers who are interested in working on future 
projects to support student learning and empowerment. The youth-authored book 
is currently used by teachers at Roosevelt High School in their Ethnic Studies and 
English courses.

The project also aimed at developing in students a love for their community. 
Connecting students with cultural workers of East Los Angeles who have a deep 
love for their community and commitment to social justice helps students see 
what community love looks like. Ethnic Studies curriculum must create avenues 
for students to see manifestations of love, which humanizes the learning environ-
ment and supports student learning and self (Morrell et al., 2013). Teachers must 
also possess a love for the community they serve if they wish to impart in students 
this value. Duncan-Andrade and Morrell (2008) call on educators to practice revo-
lutionary love, which is the manifestation of love in the classroom that is strong 
enough to bring about radical change, which requires endless dedication, passion, 
commitment, and belief in the potential of every student. The cultural workers and 
community cultural treasures that students interviewed possess this radical love for 
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their community and people. Teachers who possess this commitment and love will 
be much more successful in developing the value of community love through their 
pedagogical practices in students.

Critical Ethnic Studies pedagogy and curriculum development that is grounded 
in community and culture and includes student critical textual production and 
product distribution contribute to student critical consciousness, community lit-
eracy, cultural empowerment, and humanization. As public schools continue to 
move toward non-White pluralities, curricula need to address the cultural needs of 
students. Ethnic Studies offers a humanizing and empowering approach to educa-
tion, challenging the historical role of schools that has racially oppressed and sys-
temically alienated students of color.

Ethnic Studies pedagogy has numerous benefits for students such as an increase 
in academic confidence in writing, identity development, and critical literacies. 
At Wilson High School in Los Angeles, teachers who taught through an Ethnic 
Studies lens had students improve their writing abilities and self-confidence and 
develop a positive caring student–teacher relationship (Morrell et al., 2013). One 
Wilson High teacher indicates that her assignments allowed her to “better under-
stand her students and create a classroom environment that is welcoming to all” 
(p. 58). Another teacher asserts that students learned to write reflective poems 
and produced a deep analysis of their world, while drawing parallels to Chicano 
writers from the Chicana/o movement. Students benefit from being exposed, for 
the first time, to concepts of oppression and learn to examine their own personal 
histories (pp. 111–112). Los Angeles educators who taught lessons on identity in 
their Ethnic Studies courses and units made meaningful connections to students, 
while constantly affirming their potential during the school year, resulting in suc-
cessful academic outcomes (p. 156). At Roosevelt High School, students learned 
to document public places within their community using media devices and create 
community youth counter-narratives. In the Ethnic Studies course, students were 
successful in producing videos that addressed existing community problems and 
youth cultural expressions (p. 92).

 The Council of Youth Research (CYR)

On a hot August day, Morrell was in the Tom Bradley Room, the 26th floor of Los 
Angeles City Hall, setting up students’ PowerPoint presentations and digital video 
documentaries. Audience members and members of the media were starting to file 
in as the high school students prepared with their groups for their presentations. 
Over the course of the next 3 hours they would speak to the deputy mayor of Los 
Angeles and the staff of his Office of Education about the conditions of youth in 
Los Angeles schools. The students had consulted literature from social theory and 
the sociology of education that offered various reasons that youth drop out or are 
pushed out of Los Angeles public schools. Students were divided into five research 
teams, each tasked with studying a particular neighborhood and school where the 
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4 year completion rates hover between 25 and 40 % (meaning somewhere between 
60 and 75 % of incoming ninth graders do not finish high school with a diploma 
4 years later). They presented various forms of data they collected and analyzed 
including interviews, surveys, photographs, participant observation, digital video, 
and descriptive statistics. The 25 minute presentations provided only a snapshot 
of the larger body of work, which also included a formal academic research report 
that the students coauthored in small groups. All of this work was completed in 
the scope of a 6-week summer course that brought together high-school students 
attending underperforming schools across Central, South, and East Los Angeles. 
After the culmination of the presentations, the students heard from the deputy 
mayor, his staff, and ultimately the Mayor of Los Angeles, Antonio Villaraigosa. 
They were also interviewed by various members of the print and film media 
and featured on the front page of the Los Angeles Times. The students’ reports, 
PowerPoint slides, and digital video documentaries were sent to the mayor’s office 
for use in work with Los Angeles schools and they were also uploaded onto the 
websites of the Institute for Democracy, Education, and Access (IDEA) at UCLA, 
the university sponsor of the program. Several students were involved in a week-
long written debate, also carried by the Los Angeles Times, with a former school 
board member about the best ways to move forward in reforming schools to serve 
the needs of underperforming schools better.

The City Hall presentations served as a capstone for an annual course that 
brought high-school students of color1 to the university each summer course to 
study Youth Participatory Action Research for Educational Justice. For 12 years 
(1999–2011) Morrell and his colleagues offered a 5-week college-level course for 
high-school students that taught them about the process of conducting research in 
their schools and communities to promote social, racial, and educational justice. In 
preparation for conducting research in schools and communities, the students read 
a great deal from social theory, the social sciences, Ethnic Studies, and educational 
research. Students also composed in various genres including field notes, journals, 
interview transcripts, research reports, and personal essays that were referred to as 
critical memoirs.

During the academic year, the Council of Youth Research (CYR) students col-
laborated with UCLA and the mayor’s office of education to collect and analyze 
information about life in Los Angeles schools. The work, conducted largely in 
the context of English and Social Studies classrooms, was distributed to students, 
teachers, parents, and more globally to policymakers, elected officials, and com-
munity organizations around the city. Students also began to share their work more 
broadly. For instance, students traveled to the California State Capitol to dialog 
with legislators around issues of educational injustice. Students involved with 

1Schools selected for the Council of Youth Research were essentially 100 % non-White. Over the 
12 years of the project 99 % of the students identified as members of non-White ethnic groups, 
the largest being Latino (over 60 %) and African American (35 %). The CYR demographics 
closely correlate to those of the schools where the project took place.
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the Council also traveled to Seattle, Denver, New Orleans, and San Francisco to 
speak at the annual meetings of the American Educational Research Association 
(AERA), a professional organization of over 15,000 members. At one of these 
annual meetings, the students were granted a Presidential Session, focused solely 
on the promise of Youth Research.

Council students have also been involved in social media, creating Twitter 
feeds, Facebook pages, blogs, and YouTube channels where they share their 
PowerPoint presentations, research reports, and video documentaries. Local and 
national print and television media outlets regularly featured students and their 
work.

The goals of the project were to promote academic literacy development, civic 
engagement, and critical racial consciousness for the young people involved, while 
also providing a knowledge base that could help to transform the curricular and 
pedagogical practices in English and Social Studies classrooms by pushing educa-
tors to think about how to merge a critical pedagogy of race within the demands of 
these academic disciplines.

When looking for evidence of impact, one can point to the transformation in 
the students themselves. Whether through student written critical memoirs, com-
ments made in presentations, focus group interviews, or informal personal reflec-
tions, students identified that the CYR provided a unique space for student voice 
inside an education system where they were often muted. Additionally, much of 
the ethos for research questions, actual research design, and the carrying out of 
studies came from students themselves. Finally, the students had ownership over 
much of the process of production and distribution of research, which ultimately 
led to the creation of digital video documentaries (a student idea) as a comple-
ment, or even a supplement on occasions, to the traditional research report.

Morrell, Dueñas, Garcia, and López (2013) have reported elsewhere about 
the academic progress of the students; there was clear evidence of higher student 
 graduation and college access within the CYR student populations when compared 
to historical trends in the schools where the project took place. In Morrell’s dis-
sertation study (Morrell, 2004) of the original cohort of students, more than 95 % 
graduated high school and matriculated into college in a school where the gradua-
tion rate for students of color hovered around 50 %. In follow-up studies, we iden-
tified increased mathematical reasoning (Rogers, Morrell, & Enyedy, 2007), the 
development of college-level writing (Morrell, 2008), nearly 100 % high-school 
graduation rates (Mirra & Morrell, 2011), and powerful examples of critical media 
production (Morrell et al., 2013).

There are two additional spaces where there appears to be evidence of change. 
One is at the school sites themselves. In one high school, Council students cre-
ated a social action club that grew to possess tremendous influence throughout 
the school. Led by students, this organization dedicated itself to bringing youth 
together to address problems in the school and the community. In their first year, 
club members conducted research on the police department’s ticketing of tardy 
students, held press conferences and lunchtime rallies, and helped to plan a major 
conference that focused on research and organizing for social justice.
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Other campuses throughout the city with Council students followed suit in cre-
ating their own social justice clubs. Students modeled a problem-posing pedagogy 
when establishing their clubs, as they wanted to honor youth voice and they also 
wanted young people to have the opportunity to share their concerns with each 
other, away from the influence of adults. Several members of these student-led 
groups became active in working with the administrations to improve campus cli-
mate. Students also used their research skills to create “bottom up” measures of 
successful schools and they shared their survey instruments and interview proto-
cols with others via our project website and other social media outlets.

In another example, CYR members invited the principal and several department 
chairs to their research presentations at City Hall. From this initial involvement, 
the principal became an enthusiastic supporter of the project, coming to visit the 
students as they worked after school, coming into the teacher’s classroom for pres-
entations, and offering himself to be interviewed by student research teams from 
around the city. The school was in the process of transitioning into small learn-
ing communities, each having its own theme and identity. One of these communi-
ties, formed around concern for social justice, came to be called Agents of Change 
(AOC). It is important to correlate the timing of these events, the connection 
between the principal and the Council, and the naming of the small learning com-
munity’s first leader, a teacher who had been involved in several summer seminars 
with the CYR.

The students attending this school also established relationships with their 
local State Senator who attended their presentations, the president of the school 
board who participated in interviews with them, and the Superintendent of the city 
schools. During the following academic year, the principal was promoted to local 
Deputy Superintendent and was replaced by one of the assistant principals, also 
a strong supporter of the CYR. During her first few weeks on the job changes in 
school security threatened the safety of students. In a routine conversation with 
the Superintendent, the Council students shared their concerns. Within days, the 
District Superintendent had spoken with the local Deputy Superintendent, who 
then connected with the principal about how to address the problem of inadequate 
security on campus. While there are many other ways that this issue could have 
been handled, there is no mistaking the influence and credibility that the students 
in the Youth Council garnered in the school and the local community.

 Implications for Pedagogy

 Redefining Rigorous Instruction

Too often in conversations about educational reform, “rigorous” instruction is jux-
taposed against instruction that is relevant and meaningful to students. The under-
lying assumption is that work that students enjoy (or are able to do) must not be 
rigorous. If we aspire to make practices such as the ones outlined in this article 
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more prevalent in classrooms across the country, we have to challenge these mis-
conceptions. In each of the case studies teachers worked to create curricula that 
developed the academic competencies of reading, writing, critical analysis, public 
speaking, media literacy, and critical language awareness, to name a few.

Those who are committed to a critical pedagogy of race in secondary schools 
must also be committed to developing academic skills that students can use to bet-
ter navigate their professional, social, and civic futures. However, we argue that 
this can be done through a curriculum that focuses on social awareness, reclaim-
ing lost and stolen histories, and the struggle for equity and racial justice. Even 
further, we argue that curricula that expose students to multiple historical view-
points, that position youth as agents of change, and that appeal to young people’s 
sense of fairness and equality will increase engagement and interest, which will 
lead to increased academic achievement. One of the key reasons that young people 
are often not interested in school is not because they do not care about education; 
rather they do not see education as connected to their lives. A critical pedagogy of 
race is rigorous and relevant in that it is centered within the everyday and histori-
cal experiences of young people and it pushes them to connect intellectual rigor 
with the pursuit of a fuller humanity. As Paulo Freire says, “to study is one’s revo-
lutionary duty!”

 Ethnic Studies Across the Curriculum

Although the mandated tests and teacher evaluation systems designed to meas-
ure student achievement threaten to push the Common Core State Standards in 
the wrong direction, this reform, with its focus on deeper learning, critical citi-
zenship, and cross-curricular literacy actually has far more “progressive” potential 
than is currently being realized (Wells, 2014). Ethnic Studies curricula have been 
successfully implemented in disciplines currently regulated by the Common Core 
State Standards such as history and English. López has collaborated with English 
teachers on a 10th grade inquiry-based unit, Voices of Change, where students in 
both World History and English explored the essential question, “What needs to 
change to generate more justice and equity in Boyle Heights?” Another example 
includes López partnering with an 11th grade English teacher to develop an inter-
disciplinary unit on the Chicana/o Student Movement. Students read The Revolt 
of the Cockroach People by Oscar Zeta Acosta in their American Literature class 
while examining in their US History class news articles of the 1968 walkouts, and 
interviewing former leaders in their quest to answer, “How can we resist educa-
tional and social inequalities and achieve social justice?” These units dealt with 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.3 and CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH11-12.3, 
two English Language Arts standards that emphasize students’ evaluation of vari-
ous explanations and viewpoints of historical events, their determination of which 
viewpoints best accord with textual evidence, and their acknowledgment of where 
the texts leave matters uncertain. Each of these units also focus on close and 
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critical reading and evidence-based argumentative writing, which are hallmarks of 
the new Common Core State Standards and essential skills for college, career, and 
civic readiness.

Similarly, de los Ríos has drawn from CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.7 to 
evaluate multiple sources of information presented in diverse media, including the 
musical genre Mexican Corridos, to explore issues of feminism and immigration 
in her Spanish for Native Speakers courses in order to promote cross-curricular lit-
eracy. She too has collaborated with other Spanish teachers to facilitate and teach 
Ethnic Studies units entirely in Spanish. There are numerous opportunities to col-
laborate with teachers across departments and within their disciplines. Creating a 
culture of collaboration around Ethnic Studies in which teachers are creating pow-
erful units that address race, racialization, and youth culture while applying criti-
cal pedagogy is fundamental for the sustainability of Ethnic Studies courses and 
programs. Within school spaces, it is important to bring together knowledgeable 
teachers in the field of Ethnic Studies with less familiarized teachers who desire 
to learn more about transforming their curriculum frameworks and pedagogical 
approaches.

There remains a need for trainings, conferences, and institutes that help edu-
cators access tools to develop Ethnic Studies curricula. An excellent example—
which no longer exists—was Tucson Unified School District’s (TUSD) Institute 
for Transformative Education, which brought together thousands of K-12 edu-
cators to engage in the praxis of Ethnic Studies pedagogies. Today, a number of 
teachers from Tucson, Arizona—many of whom are former teachers in the now 
dismantled TUSD Raza/Mexican American Studies Program—recently developed 
a 3-day summer institute that intellectually engages and scaffolds the implemen-
tation of Ethnic Studies methodologies throughout K-12 contexts. The Xican@ 
Institute for Teaching and Organizing (XITO) is a unique blend of theory, practice, 
and community responsive organizing and serves as an extraordinary model of the 
type of institutes that are needed to build national capacity on Ethnic Studies peda-
gogy and practices.

 Implications for Policy and Praxis

Nationally, high school students’ access to Ethnic Studies courses remains lim-
ited. That could change with Assemblyman Luis Alejo’s (D-Watsonville) recent 
introduction of AB 101, a bill requiring California to form a task force that would 
study how to best implement a standardized Ethnic Studies program for high 
school students throughout the state. Such a program would address important 
gaps in students’ knowledge and, coming from one of the most diverse states in 
the nation, serve as a powerful model for the rest of the country. More specifically, 
Tintiangco-Cubales and colleagues (2014) address the need for teacher credential-
ing programs to instruct future educators in the teaching of Ethnic Studies, and 
recommend that the state of California include Ethnic Studies coursework in the 



195Critical Ethnic Studies in High School Classrooms …

subject matter preparation of teachers. The aforementioned article also makes con-
nections to the origins of Ethnic Studies as being responsive to grassroots com-
munities. A community responsive pedagogy, as conveyed in the case studies 
mentioned in this article, is a hallmark of Ethnic Studies methodologies.

Teacher unions in cities like Los Angeles, Chicago, and New York are call-
ing for schools to teach anti-racist curriculum, and for teachers to engage in local 
community struggles and organizations. In Los Angeles there has been an active 
campaign known as Schools LA Students Deserve that is working with educa-
tors and United Teachers of Los Angeles (UTLA) leadership to implement a list 
of changes in the school district, and one of these suggestions urged more Ethnic 
Studies course offerings for students. These efforts led to the recent historical res-
olution of mandating a college-preparatory Ethnic Studies course as a high-school 
requirement in the Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD). Following the 
examples of LAUSD and, most recently, San Francisco Unified School District’s 
recent resolution with Ethnic Studies, we suggest that K-12 school districts offer 
Ethnic Studies courses beyond the frequent “social science elective,” and strongly 
urge that that Ethnic Studies be implemented as a high school graduation require-
ment in all American high schools. Elected officials and school leaders must come 
together to garner support for state policy to make Ethnic Studies a nationwide 
high school graduation requirement.

We are at a critical crossroad in American history—a breaking point at which 
efforts to ignore critical pedagogies of race will further clash with the racial and 
cultural complexity of our day-to-day lives. We recommend that policymakers 
address race-conscious policies, practices, and material conditions that perpetuate 
segregation and inequality, while simultaneously tapping into the changing racial 
attitudes of Americans by supporting racially diverse schools and race-conscious 
curricula and pedagogical practices.

 Brown at 60: Rethinking American Education

While the American educational landscape has changed a great deal over the past 
60 years, race remains a salient issue. Though conversations in the late 1940s 
and early 1950s centered upon the benefits of integrating African American stu-
dents into a largely White schooling system, in 2014 we face an entirely differ-
ent demographic and socioeconomic reality. We no longer have a school system 
that is predominantly White and we no longer have the comfort (if we ever did) of 
living in happy isolation removed from the diverse global society. As politicians 
and pundits discuss the “demographic imperative” or the need for global litera-
cies, there is a growing admission that American schools and the world at large 
are tremendously heterogeneous spaces. There is also some tacit admission that 
at present, we do an inadequate job of preparing all students for this domestic and 
global reality.
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Rethinking American education on the 60th anniversary of the Brown decision 
must entail questioning the education that all of our students receive, particularly 
as it relates to race, ethnicity, and intercultural understanding. While the quality 
and focus of mainstream education were largely unquestioned during the Brown 
deliberations, we no longer have that luxury. We must be willing to face the tough 
reality that the content of our curricula inadequately reflects the diversity of the 
nation. Further, our inability to deal with race effectively has consequences for all 
of our students. We firmly believe that increasing all students’ access to a critical 
Ethnic Studies curriculum not only helps to realize the ideals of Brown; it also 
helps to prepare our students academically, socially, and culturally for the world 
today.
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 From Inputs to Outcomes

Education reforms in recent decades have increasingly focused on student and teacher 
outcomes. These reforms mark a movement away from earlier federal policies that 
concentrated on inputs: on students’ equitable access to educational resources, on 
compensatory programs, and on social welfare supports (Darling-Hammond, 2010). 
Educational policies in the Race to the Top (RttT) funding era emphasize teachers’ 
performances and students’ test scores (US Department of Education (DOE), 2009) 
and thus locate themselves ideologically far from the Brown vs. Board of Education 
decision and the early iterations of Title I legislation. While high expectations for out-
comes are not inherently misguided, the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) era that 
began in 2002 demonstrated that an exclusive focus on test scores subjects urban1 
schools to extreme pressure and degrades the quality of education offered to low-
income students of color (Berliner, 2007; Kim & Sunderman, 2005; Nichols & 
Berliner, 2007). To gain insight into whether the outcomes demanded of teachers and 
students were similarly reductive in the first years of RttT-aligned policies, I inter-
viewed urban, New York City (NYC) teachers about how new and longstanding 

1In this chapter, I sometimes refer to low-income students of color as an urban population, and 
also refer to their teachers as urban educators, following the logic of Noguera (2003). I discuss 
decisions and policies concerning students of color (the Brown decisions and resultant desegrega-
tion policies) and low-income students (Title I legislation), and although these groups of students 
overlap significantly, they are undeniably distinct (Rothstein, 2013). My use of the term “urban” 
as a shorthand obscures some of these differences.
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policies impacted their planning and instruction in 2013 and 2014. I wanted to under-
stand how teachers of low-income students of color reacted to and navigated a com-
plex mix of reforms from city, state, and federal levels. I found that urban teachers 
described tensions among several types of policies—tensions they often framed as 
threatening the quality of teaching and learning in their classrooms.

 Input-Focused Education Reforms

The Brown vs. Board of Education decision (1954) signified an acknowledgement 
that unequal access to resources constrained the educational opportunities of stu-
dents of color. Brown and Brown II focused on equality of resources, and the Title 
I legislation of 1965 embraced a similar emphasis by providing funding to target 
inequities facing low-income students. There was an acknowledgement that exter-
nal constraints functioned as more than just “excuses” in the educational lives of 
urban children (see Meier, 2002; Rothstein, 2013), particularly during President 
Johnson’s War on Poverty. Legislation in this period reflected “a strong concern 
about social welfare” (Jennings, 2001, p. 5), and educational policies enhanced 
services not only for low-income students of color but also for bilingual students 
and students with disabilities (Jennings, 2001; Rebell & Wolff, 2008). Beginning 
in the late 1960s, black students saw test-score gains that correlated with the 
enactment of desegregation policies and the initiation of Title I and other anti-
poverty programs (Grissmer & Flanagan, 1999; Orfield & DeBray, 1999). The 
benefits associated with these policies, moreover, were not limited to increases in 
test scores but extended to other areas of academic and social progress (Rothstein, 
2013; Wells & Crain, 1994, 1997; see Ayscue & Orfield, this volume). The gains 
seen by black students in particular indicate that

there may have been a major change in the quality of blacks’ school experience beginning 
in the late 1960s. This change in school experiences could reflect social and legal changes 
aimed at equalizing educational opportunity, additional educational resources that were espe-
cially helpful for black students, and the implementation of civil rights legislation creating 
new job opportunities for academically successful blacks (Grissmer & Flanagan, 1999, p. 48).

As might have been expected, addressing opportunity gaps beyond the class-
room correlated with an increased likelihood that low-income students of color 
would experience academic gains (see Noguera, 2003).

To be clear, the mandates of Brown and Brown II were unevenly enforced and Title 
I funds unevenly distributed. Desegregation efforts typically met with great opposi-
tion, Title I funding was frequently misappropriated, and the compensatory program 
itself “posed no threat to segregated institutions” (Kantor & Lowe, 2013, p. 30). Thus 
low-income students of color experienced limited and inconsistent benefits from an era 
of imperfect commitment to civil rights, income equality, and meaningful educational 
opportunities (Rebell & Wolff, 2008). However, gains were made, and policymak-
ers could have examined problems with implementation and committed to increased 
 support for desegregation and compensatory funding programs (Orfield, 1999).
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 Outcomes-Focused Accountability Measures

Instead, rather than double down on dismantling segregation and increasing 
resources to address opportunity gaps for low-income students, educational and 
social policies and legal decisions in the mid-to-late 1970s and 1980s turned in other 
directions. Courts moved away from enforcing desegregation, and President Reagan 
reduced Title I expenditures and other anti-poverty spending (Jennings, 2001; 
Kantor & Lowe, 2013; Orfield & Eaton, 1996). The 1983 A Nation at Risk report 
(National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983) placed responsibility for 
academic underachievement on the shoulders of ill-prepared teachers, blaming them

for a myriad of societal ills: the erosion of U.S. economic competitiveness and productiv-
ity, the decline in student academic achievement, teenage pregnancy, juvenile delinquency 
and crime, the coarsening of our everyday discourse and culture, a decline in morals, gen-
der and racial discrimination, and so on (Ingersoll, 2007, pp. 20–21).

A Nation at Risk facilitated a nationwide emphasis on educational outcomes and 
accountability for students, teachers, and schools perceived to be failing in their 
roles (Ravitch, 2013). As Mehta says,

the paradigm established by A Nation at Risk defined the terms of the debate: schooling is 
critical for economic development; schools overall are underperforming and require across-
the-board solutions; failures of student performance lie with schools and not broader social 
factors; and the success of solutions will be measured by test scores…The idea of stand-
ards and accountability was appealing because it was consistent with the definition of the 
problem—it promised across-the-board improvement, it focused on outputs over inputs, it 
focused on schools, and it could be measured by test scores (Mehta, 2013, p. 157).

Emphasizing accountability rather than educational inputs, decades of policymak-
ers have downplayed and dismissed the social contexts of schooling and the det-
rimental effects of poverty and racial isolation, as well as the institutional factors 
within schools that complicate teachers’ ability to raise all students’ achievement 
(Carter & Welner, 2013; Darling-Hammond, 2010; Lipman, 1998, 2004; Noguera, 
2003; Payne, 2008; Rebell & Wolff, 2008).

A Nation at Risk laid the groundwork for the accountability measures empha-
sized in the NCLB Act (a reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act—of which Title I is a part—signed in 2001). NCLB mandated dis-
aggregation of test scores by racial and other subgroups, and in many ways it rep-
resented a welcome focus on the disproportionately low academic performance of 
students of color (Carter & Welner, 2013; Fruchter, 2007; Noguera & Wing, 2006; 
Rebell & Wolff, 2008). In fact, Kantor and Lowe argue that some black and Latino 
organizations “believed that accountability offered a more robust sense of opportu-
nity than Title I, which had been framed in a language of cultural deprivation that 
blamed poor children for their own educational failures” (2013, p. 37). For many, 
NCLB’s discursive focus on high expectations was promising.

Yet “high expectations become a punitive false promise if combined with low 
resources, low opportunities, and low supports” (Carter & Welner, 2013, p. 10), and 
in reality, NCLB perpetuated rather than resolved disparities (Carter & Welner, 2013; 
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Fruchter, 2007; Kantor & Lowe, 2013; Noguera, 2008). The act “wound up reinforc-
ing class- and race-based differences in access to educational resources rather than 
increasing the resources available to those who lacked them” (Kantor & Lowe, 2013, 
p. 37). NCLB discounted questions of school, teacher, and student capacity, failed 
to hold policymakers accountable for providing educational inputs, and enacted the 
most punitive measures on the most struggling schools (Carter & Welner, 2013; 
Fruchter, 2007; Kantor & Lowe, 2013; Noguera, 2008; Rebell & Wolff, 2008). The 
act left many urban students

caught in a downward cycle, facing poverty-related obstacles outside school as well as a 
system that generates a constant churning of teachers, principals, and schools. Even if it 
is called ‘accountability,’ this turmoil should not be mistaken for progress; in fact, it often 
results in just the opposite (Carter & Welner, 2013, p. 4).

When accountability measures subject schools to high-stakes testing and sanc-
tions, one counterproductive result is an exodus of highly qualified teachers 
from struggling schools (Lipman, 2004). Another is a narrowing of curricula to 
tested subjects (frequently English and math), to the exclusion of subjects such 
as art and music (Berliner, 2007; Meier, 2002; Tienken & Zhao, 2013). Within 
tested subjects, moreover, teachers often resort to rote, skill-and-drill methods, 
teaching to tests and denying enriching pedagogy to the students most in need 
of high-quality educational experiences (Berliner, 2007; Darder & Torres, 2004; 
Darling-Hammond, 2010; Lipman, 2004; Meier, 2002; Payne, 2008; Tienken & 
Zhao, 2013; see Lipsky, 2010).

NCLB set requirements for proficiency levels that were never realistic in the 
absence of increased capacity (Fruchter, 2007; Ryan, 2004), and most states 
received waivers from these requirements ahead of their 2014 deadlines (Wong & 
Reilly, 2014). Yet reforms since NCLB have not necessarily capitalized on the les-
sons learned from earlier high-stakes accountability systems. With a host of new 
reforms aligned to the RttT funding program in schools, it is a propitious time to 
ask how new and longstanding policies are interacting to play out in urban con-
texts, how they are impacting teaching and learning, and whether they are subject-
ing teachers and students to educational threats similar to those experienced in the 
first decade of NCLB.

 Reform Coherence and RttT-Aligned Policies

It is also a key time to examine the coherence of RttT-aligned reforms, which con-
stitute a complex mix of policies (several of which I describe below). RttT offered 
states a total of 4.35 billion dollars, and to secure their eligibility for funding, 
many states adopted new standards, assessments, and teacher evaluation systems 
(see US DOE, 2009). In New York State, which received RttT funding, these new 
reforms intersected with pre-existing policies such as state tests: it often happens 
in educational reform that policies
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accumulate one on top of another, adding to rather than simply replacing what went 
before…Practitioners have faced a surge of new laws, regulations, and reform ideas com-
ing on top of a system of curriculum and instruction that was already many layers deep 
in partially assimilated innovations. Often the messages sent by policy elites in any one 
year’s laws or regulations have conflicted with what went before or came after, creating 
inconsistency and confusion (Tyack & Cuban, 1995, pp. 63–64).

Policy coherence is fundamental to student and teacher success, particularly in 
struggling schools (Payne, 2008). Streamlined policies “can result in more con-
sistent (and thus stronger) signals to both teachers and students about what is 
important for teachers to teach and for students to learn” and can “allow for more 
focused and more efficient instruction” (Goertz, Floden, & O’Day, 1996, p. 2).  
Yet reforms in recent decades have frequently proved incoherent, particularly 
when high-stakes tests have coexisted alongside distinct approaches to assessing 
student learning (Berliner, 2007). Darling-Hammond observed that even before 
NCLB, teachers’ instructional impact was “undermined by curriculum guides, 
teacher evaluation systems, and testing programs reflecting contradictory images 
and standards for teaching” (2001, p. 219; see also Cohen, 1995; Datnow, 2005; 
Fuhrman, 1993; Newmann, Smith, Allensworth, & Bryk, 2001; Payne, 2008). In 
the era of RttT and beyond, we should be assured that schools are guided by a 
set of compatible policies that offer a coherent vision of teaching and learning. 
Absent a much-needed focus on inputs for urban students (Fruchter, 2007), teach-
ers should at least feel that new and longstanding educational reforms cohere sen-
sibly to help them facilitate high-quality learning experiences for their students.

The mix of new and longstanding policies governing high school teachers’ 
work in 2013 and 2014 was complex, and I focus on the impact of a handful of 
policies in this study.2 New York State responded to the receipt of RttT funding by 
adopting a standards framework called the Common Core Learning Standards 
(hereafter, Common Core) (NY State Education Department (SED), 2014a). 
Students’ scores on Common Core-aligned local assessments factored into many 
teachers’ evaluation scores, which also included student data from existing assess-
ments such as the New York State Regents exams (longstanding determinants of 
high school students’ eligibility for graduation) (NYC DOE, 2014c). During this 
study, forty percent of New York City teachers’ evaluation scores were based on 
students’ performance on these state and local assessments, and the remaining 
sixty percent derived from measures including administrators’ observations of 
classroom instruction. Observations were structured around New York’s version of 
Charlotte Danielson’s Framework for Teaching (NYC DOE, 2013c, 2014b). This 
complex mix of teacher evaluation criteria and student standards and assessments 
was accompanied by citywide instructional expectations, new requirements  
for teacher tenure, and other new and longstanding policies (NYC DOE,  
2013a, 2015).

2I focus on policies that teachers discussed most frequently with me in interviews about their 
planning and instruction.
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In this study I aimed to find out how urban teachers reacted to many of the 
reforms at play in their schools in 2013 and 2014. I asked high school teachers 
working with low-income students of color in New York City how teaching and 
learning in their classrooms were impacted by new and longstanding educational 
policies. Below, I briefly describe the methods I used to carry out this inquiry.

 Interviewing Teachers

In interviews with teachers, I concentrated on teachers’ planning and instruction: 
how and why did teachers privilege particular activities, skills, units, and practices 
over others? How did new and longstanding policies influence their curricular and 
instructional choices? How were teachers navigating multiple exigencies, and did 
those exigencies seem sensible to them?

I spoke with six high school teachers3 about their curriculum planning pro-
cesses, their instruction, and their understanding of the policies they faced begin-
ning with the onset of the 2013–2014 school year. The teachers I interviewed 
worked at public, NYC high schools that predominantly served low-income Black 
and Latino students. I conducted two rounds of semi-structured interviews with 
each teacher (one English, one art, one math, one science, and two social studies 
teachers), for a total of more than an hour of conversation with each interviewee.4 
Each teacher had somewhere between 2 and 15 years of experience, and all but 
one had taught for more than 3 years: I sought out interview subjects with multiple 
years of experience who had planned and taught under a different (ostensibly 
looser) set of instructional demands citywide. I included in my sample four teach-
ers who taught courses culminating in Regents exams, in order to consider the exi-
gencies that state testing places on teachers. I coded the data both topically and 
thematically (Reissman, 2008; Rubin & Rubin, 2012; Saldaña, 2013), first by hand 
and then using ATLAS.ti, a qualitative data analysis program. As I coded and ana-
lyzed the interview data, I looked for patterns that emerged in how teachers dis-
cussed their planning and instruction and the mix of policies they faced.

 Local Assessments: “Trying to Bridge the Gap”

In 2013, many high school teachers faced the dilemma of preparing students 
for both new (local) and longstanding (state) assessments. The skills prioritized 
on each form of exam struck teachers as distinct. As they struggled to design 

3I have changed the names and identifying details of each interviewee.
4Many interviewees also gave me copies of curricular artifacts including year-long planning 
 calendars, lesson plans, daily assignments, and in-class tests.
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streamlined, coherent curricula, teachers felt pulled in multiple instructional direc-
tions at once—an overarching challenge they faced in the initial years of RttT-
aligned reforms.

Students’ scores on the new local assessments began to factor into teachers’ 
evaluation scores in the fall of 2013 (NYC DOE, 2013b). These local assess-
ments were not administered in every subject area, and some teachers’ evaluation 
scores were tied only to state assessments. Yet several of the teachers I interviewed 
worked with local assessments as well as Regents exams. In 2013 and 2014, 
Regents exams did not reflect many of the skills demanded by the Common Core, 
whereas local assessments were Common Core-aligned.

Local social studies assessments tested students’ ability to write using both 
claims and counterclaims, a skill emphasized in the Common Core Writing 
Standards for Literacy in Social Studies and Science (NY SED, 2014a) but not in 
social studies Regents exams. Social studies teacher Ms. Langdon lamented, “Now 
I have to teach point and counterpoint, and I know that they do it in English, but 
for social studies it’s a little different. So now it’s just more stuff that we have to 
fit in, and it kills a lot more time, which we don’t have.” Teachers of Regents-
based courses spoke frequently of the limited time they had to prepare students 
for success on high-stakes assessments. Getting students acclimated to new rounds 
of local testing cut into that time significantly. Mr. Rayne (social studies) ech-
oed Ms. Langdon’s frustration when describing his first year of exposure to local 
assessments:

I know for my class, I’m going to have to teach them one thing for the local assessments 
that will come in April and then I’m going to have to teach them a completely different 
thing on the Regents, and it confuses the kids. They walk into the Regents and they’re 
going, “Do I need counterclaim, or not need counterclaim? I don’t remember.”

Preparing students to master a discrete skill on one test when they would not need 
it on the following (state) exams struck teachers as time-consuming and confus-
ing—a conflict reminiscent of the contradictory messages that Darling-Hammond 
argues can complicate teachers’ jobs and undermine effective, streamlined instruc-
tion (2001; see also Ball, Maguire, & Braun, 2012). New York City demands 
“coherent” curricula from its teachers (NYC DOE, 2014a; see also NYC DOE, 
2013a), yet those who faced pressure to help students pass existing, non-Common 
Core-aligned state assessments identified incoherence in the need to simultane-
ously guide students to success on distinct local assessments. Goertz, Floden, and 
O’Day (1996) argue that “if curricular goals and assessments are aligned, teachers 
do not have to divide their time between teaching a curriculum that stresses certain 
knowledge and skills on the one hand and preparing students for standardized tests 
which assess different skills and knowledge on the other” (p. 2). In the case of the 
teachers I interviewed, mismatched assessments pulled  teaching and learning in 
multiple, seemingly contradictory directions throughout the year.

Some teachers felt enough frustration with the incompatibility they saw among 
assessments that they opted out of the “locals” process in their second year of 
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evaluations that incorporated Measures of Student Learning (MOSL) (NYC DOE, 
2014c).5 Mr. Rayne considered himself lucky to have served on his school’s 
MOSL committee and to have been able to recommend that in 2014–2015, his 
evaluations be tied only to students’ Regents scores. Describing his year with local 
assessments, he explained, “it was just an added stress for the kids. To put them 
through something they’re not going to be tested on [on the Regents].”6 Teachers 
including Mr. Rayne refrained from framing their critiques of the new local assess-
ments as an objection to the Common Core’s foci (which I discuss below). In fact, 
many teachers I interviewed expressed impatience for a time when state assess-
ments would be aligned to the new standards—a time when teachers might be able 
to stop emphasizing more skills than they had time to teach. To English and math 
teachers, the timeline for when Regents exams would be Common Core-aligned 
seemed mostly clear (see NY SED, 2014b). Science and social studies teachers, 
however, expressed confusion across interviews about the impact the Common 
Core would have on their state assessments. “It would be nice to see now what a 
prospective Regents test would look like in terms of the expectations,” sighed Mr. 
Lambert (science). Mr. Rayne expressed that teachers in his department hoped for 
this to happen “eventually” but were unclear about the timeline and specifics of 
the eventual change: “I’m hoping, I’m hoping…that they’re going to move the 
Regents to be more like the local. Eventually. So then it will be the same. But for 
right now we’re trying to bridge the gap between the two.”

“Bridging the gap” between Regents and more recent, RttT-aligned reforms 
proved difficult for many teachers. The state exams represented thick layers of 
exigencies, and local assessments and instructional and observational guidelines 
often rested uncomfortably alongside these high-stakes exams. So frequently 
did I hear teachers reference demands associated with the Regents exams during 
interviews—interviews that I expected would revolve more centrally around new 
standards, assessments, and evaluations—that I devote the next section to teachers’ 
discussions of these exams.

5A number of changes were made to the teacher evaluation process between the first and second 
years of implementation (see NYC DOE, 2014c).
6Teachers identified a number of other problems with local assessments: art teacher Ms. Nelson 
noted that because there were no local assessments in her subject area, her MOSL scores were 
tied to students’ performance on local English assessments, and thus not to results of her own 
teaching. Students often questioned the purpose of the local assessments, and when students 
failed to “take them seriously” during the fall round of administration, teachers sometimes did 
not object. Tasked with demonstrating student growth between the fall and spring assessments, 
many teachers viewed the growth as a kind of performance they could elicit simply by introduc-
ing and incorporating the exam in their classes differently in the spring than they had done in the 
fall. Thus teachers positioned student growth on local assessments as a contrived performance—a 
kind of game to be played (Ball, 2000; see also Anderson, 2009).
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 The Regents: Testing “How Well Kids Take Tests”

Regents exams determined teachers’ curricular choices, impacted how they struc-
tured student learning, and, for the first time in 2013, factored into teacher evalu-
ation criteria in NYC. These assessments exerted extreme pressure on urban high 
school teachers and students alike, and many teachers felt that Regents exams fun-
damentally diluted the quality of education they could offer their students.

In order to graduate from high school, general education students in New York 
State must pass five Regents exams: two in social studies and one each in English, 
science, and math (NY SED, 2010). Given their high-stakes nature, these exams 
are often the most powerful driver of high school curricula. Mr. Carter (English) 
told me that at his school, “we did a self-evaluation and saw that we are having 
a lot of students who are accumulating credits, passing classes, but not passing 
Regents. So we realized that we need to have a stronger focus on high-stakes 
assessments to prepare them for those tests.” At Mr. Carter’s school, this focus 
included adding new weeks of testing in the form of midterms and finals: four 
weeks in all. These testing periods were in addition to time newly devoted to pre-
paring students for the local assessments and administering those tests. In many 
classrooms, teacher-designed midterms and finals heavily prioritized the skills 
tested on Regents exams, which seemed to reign supreme in driving instruction.

Mr. Rayne explained that in structuring each week of social studies instruction, 
he designed his classes around the Regents exam format of document-based ques-
tions (DBQs), thematic essays, and multiple-choice questions. Students’ past per-
formance on each of these question formats fundamentally shaped his curriculum:

The biggest thing is we want to focus on thematic essays and the DBQ writing…So when 
I planned every unit, I put in three to four class days of writing. So every unit ends with 
some type of essay, whether it’s thematic or DBQ. And then I plan everything around that. 
So, as far as objectives go, I only use past Regents questions, I don’t make up any ques-
tions on my own. So the kids are used to them.

I frequently heard that teachers and their administrators were focusing attention 
on getting students “used to” testing—helping students’ minds and bodies accom-
modate to the format of test questions and the task of sitting for hours-long assess-
ments (see Ball et al., 2012). After a year of amplified testing at Mr. Rayne’s 
school, he found that his students indeed “knew what to expect…it’s not nearly 
as hard to get them to sit as it was last year.” I had the sense that for many teach-
ers, the culture of schooling was becoming “increasingly saturated with practices, 
language, and values shaped by increasing performance on standardized tests” 
(Lipman, 2004, p. 77), and that many teachers were embracing the need for addi-
tional rounds of testing as common sense. (In part, this may have been because for 
the first time in 2013, students’ Regents scores factored into teachers’ evaluation 
scores.)

Yet the very teachers who spoke of students accommodating to testing often 
offered strong critiques of the skills emphasized on Regents exams. They felt that 
the assessments prized the “regurgitation of facts,” “rote memorization,” and other 
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low-level skills. When I asked how he felt about being in what he identified as a 
test-focused teaching environment, Mr. Ulmer asked:

Do I really think that the Regents exam is telling anybody how much my kids know? No, 
I don’t think that at all. I think that they test how well kids take tests… how well kids can 
do simple calculations. Is that important for life? Not really. Math is—you know, people 
always say math is so connected to real life, and I believe that. And if you can do simple 
calculations, that’s great. Are you ever going to need to do that in the supermarket? No, 
you have a calculator to do that. There’s just no usefulness in only knowing calculations 
and skills.

Mr. Ulmer concluded that we now have an education system in which students 
are over-tested with exams that fail to provide teachers with useful knowl-
edge (see Darder & Torres, 2004)—a sentiment echoed by the other teachers of 
Regents-based classes. Although they cast Regents exams as unhelpful, teachers 
in 2013 and 2014 were more beholden than ever to these assessments, which now 
impacted their own evaluations in addition to students’ possibilities of graduating.

Regents exams forcefully shaped teachers’ time and design of curricular mate-
rials. They also strongly influenced how teachers facilitated student learning in 
their classrooms. Given Regents exams’ focus on “fact recall” (Mr. Rayne and 
Mr. Lambert), teachers felt pressure to cover a great deal of material in a short 
amount of time. Many of them voiced the impression that the best way to do this 
was to concentrate on teacher-directed dictation and individual student work (see 
Berliner, 2007). The exigencies of high-stakes testing led them to believe that they 
had limited time to facilitate other forms of instruction. However, adding to teach-
ers’ sense of facing incoherent demands was their understanding that they needed 
to consistently display to administrators a commitment to student-to-student dis-
cussions and small-group work.

 Student-to-Student Discussions: “Having Students Really 
Teach Each Other”

“Student-to-student discussion” and “collaborative learning” were key com-
ponents emphasized in the Citywide Instructional Expectations of 2013-2014 
(NYC DOE, 2013a). Teachers felt that during observations, administrators were 
frequently looking for students to be engaged in collaborative work. Danielson’s 
Framework for Teaching, which guides observations, refers to small-group work 
in several of its eight components used for evaluative purposes in New York (NYC 
DOE, 2013c, 2014b). Collaboration is also a skill emphasized throughout the 
Common Core (NY SED, 2014a).

Each teacher I interviewed mentioned the necessity of demonstrating that his or 
her classes consistently incorporated “peer-to-peer interaction,” “group work,” or 
“student-to-student discussion.” Mr. Carter said that in his English class, he tried 
to focus on
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having students really teach each other. Student interaction is one of the areas that our 
school’s lacking in…according to our observation, our first round of observations. That 
was the area that we scored the lowest on as a staff. So we’re focusing on student-to-
student interaction.

Art teacher Ms. Nelson said that “group work is something [administrators] 
want to see,” and she noted that in her discipline students naturally understood that 
their peers’ aesthetic judgments and reflections were just as valuable as her own. 
Many teachers seemed to have an understanding of “good teaching” as involving 
collaborative student work. Although Mr. Rayne disliked group work as demanded 
at his school (in formulaic ways, as he described it), his ideal instructional design 
would involve a significant number of group-based activities. He considered his 
student teaching situation to have been just such an ideal:

What we did a lot of that I absolutely loved was simulations and acting out plays…
it was great….That’s definitely something I loved to do—we did Galileo’s trial, we did 
Columbus’ trial, we acted out the Crusades, where different groups were different reli-
gious groups, and we did the war and kids came up with a war plan…If there was no 
Regents at the end, I would definitely be doing more of those types of things. Because I 
think the kids get more out of that, personally.

Mr. Ulmer agreed that students “got more out of” collaborative activities, as 
opposed to individual work. Yet he and the other teachers of Regents-based 
courses (Mr. Carter, Ms. Langdon, and Mr. Lambert) submitted that group work 
was often too time-consuming in the face of students’ impending exams.

Teachers also expressed fundamental misgivings about collaboration as an 
appropriate instructional method through which to prepare students for success on 
high-stakes assessments. Both Mr. Carter and Mr. Rayne mentioned that when it 
comes time for students to sit and take tests, they must do so individually. “Real-
life, real-time testing means sitting on your own and silently working with mate-
rial,” explained Mr. Carter. In Mr. Rayne’s view,

on tests, they work on their own, so they need the skill by themselves…[They] can’t write 
a paragraph together. They have to do it themselves. At some point, you’re going to have 
to sit there and write an essay by yourself.

Several teachers expressed the belief that individual work was best suited to pre-
pare students for fact recall and essay writing on exams. Yet, as Ms. Langdon said, 
“if I did that in an observation? Forget it. You know, no peer-to-peer [interaction].” 
Teachers thus felt tension between what observations required of them and what 
they felt preparation for high-stakes tests demanded of students.

Scholars argue that collaboration is vital to twenty-first century education: 
to preparing students for success in a diverse, global workforce (Berliner, 2007; 
Darling-Hammond, 2010). Newmann, Marks, and Gamoran (1995) urge that when 
students engage in “substantive conversation” with those around them, they build 
“an improved and shared understanding of ideas or topics” (p. 2). Collaboratively-
built understanding (see also Slavin, 1983), combined with other practices that 
Newmann et al. identify as central to “authentic pedagogy,” has been associated 
with increased achievement for individual students on standardized tests (1995). 
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Yet while teachers at progressive schools serving affluent students may accept 
this premise (Lipman, 2004; see Ravitch, 2013), most teachers I interviewed 
could imagine no such link. They appeared to draw an impenetrable mental line 
between test preparation and group work for reasons related to time and to the 
forms of practice (skill and drill; solitary essay writing) associated with preparing 
students for individual success on tests. This was true even among teachers who 
believed that in ideal (non-test-based) scenarios, collaboration led to greater stu-
dent learning.

In her observation of one Chicago school, Lipman (2004) noted that third grade 
teacher Ms. Washington abandoned cooperative work for one-third of the school 
year to prepare for high stakes assessments: “During that time, the students put 
away their novels, basal readers, and math manipulatives, and [Ms. Washington] 
rearranged clusters of desks in rows and forbade students to work together because 
that would be cheating on the ITBS and ISAT [exams]” (pp. 78–79). Many teach-
ers I interviewed indicated a similar impulse to abandon collaborative work in the 
face of high-stakes assessments. Yet while they experienced pressure to raise stu-
dents’ test scores, they faced a simultaneous demand to display (to administrators 
during observations) that their lessons involved student-to-student interaction and 
discussion. While these exigencies may not be inherently contradictory, to many 
teachers they felt incoherent and difficult to navigate.

 Moving Away from Inquiry: “Losing the Good Parts  
of Teaching”

Many teachers spoke to me about other tensions they experienced between what 
they thought to be “good teaching” and the pedagogical practices they thought 
tests necessitated. A central tension revolved around the use of inquiry in the 
classroom. As defined by Harvey and Daniels (2009), inquiry involves students’ 
creation of questions about a topic and their subsequent search for patterns that 
provide insight into the topic. The language of inquiry can be seen in Danielson’s 
Framework (NYC DOE, 2013c) and its emphasis on ensuring that students 
are taking an active rather than passive role in learning, are working to “initiate 
higher-order questions” (p. 33), and are “discovering patterns” (p. 34). The frame-
work guides administrators to search for “evidence of some student initiation of 
inquiry and student contributions to the exploration of important content” (p. 36). 
Many teachers I interviewed also worked for schools currently or formerly funded 
by a support network that emphasized inquiry as a vital instructional strategy.

Teachers saw a tension between inquiry (what they sometimes called “explo-
ration” or “discovery” learning) and direct instruction, which they felt was 
demanded by test preparation. Mr. Ulmer mentioned this tension to me several 
times. Before 2013, he engaged in math workshops, summer institutes, coaching 
sessions, and collaborative scoring meetings in which he came to see inquiry as 
the “right” way to teach. In describing his first year as a teacher, he said:
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All this stuff that the [school’s support network] was teaching me—all the inquiry stuff, 
I was so excited about that. I was perfecting that, the kids really were able to write what 
they were thinking and were sharing things with each other. Really good, really good 
engagement in the class usually, and I felt like they were really learning.

Mr. Ulmer continued by noting that recently he felt he was “losing the good parts 
of teaching. I’m losing that investigation thing…I’m going with what I need to 
do rather than what I think is right or what I want to do.” What he “needed” to do 
was lead his students to achieve a certain percent passing rate on a particularly dif-
ficult Regents exam in order to be considered eligible for tenure (this was the goal 
his administrators expressed to him). As I found in speaking with other untenured 
teachers, Mr. Ulmer expressed less concern with his own job security and new ten-
ure requirements than with the idea that students would not learn authentically if 
his sole focus was raising scores on a high-stakes assessment.

Wrestling with his beliefs in the face of this assessment caused Mr. Ulmer to 
have a difficult school year beginning in 2013, and to doubt his own understand-
ings about pedagogy:

I struggled a lot, just because of this Regents thing. At the end, [my instruction] looked a 
lot different. Because even though I still tried to incorporate investigation—still tried to 
get interesting things in there—it was mainly focused on: “Can you complete this work-
sheet? Because these are the questions you’re going to see on the test.” And it wasn’t good 
for me, it drained me a little bit. I wasn’t feeling…I was really having a hard time last 
year.

Mr. Ulmer expressed hope that it might be possible to engage in inquiry and 
simultaneously prepare students for the Regents exam. Yet elsewhere he framed 
these goals as incompatible, citing the fact that there was simply too much con-
tent to cover before the test to devote time to exploratory learning. Mr. Rayne 
agreed: “I can’t do the discovery lesson where they discover the material every 
day because I have so much material. I think sometimes you just have to give it to 
them. And say, kids, you have to remember this, and unfortunately that’s the way 
it is.” He expressed the belief, as did Mr. Ulmer, that such an approach “is not the 
most ideal way to teach.” Yet Mr. Rayne and Mr. Ulmer indicated that logistically, 
a “coverage”-oriented method of instruction (Harvey & Daniels, 2009; Lipman, 
2004) is necessitated by high-stakes tests.

Newmann, King, and Carmichael (2007) write that

according to conventional wisdom, basic skills and key information in subject areas are 
best taught through traditional drill and practice, and if not explicitly taught and memo-
rized, students, especially those from disadvantaged backgrounds, are unlikely to succeed 
on tests of basic skills, or on standardized tests of subject matter content. These assump-
tions make teachers reluctant to demand construction of knowledge and in-depth under-
standing through elaborated communication, because it takes time away from explicitly 
covering all the material that might be required on a test (p. 26).

Newmann et al. found these assumptions untrue: students challenged to engage in 
higher-order thinking and knowledge construction actually performed better on 
tests than students facing lesser demands from teachers. Yet in my study, I found 
that teachers often echoed—though not without ambivalence—the conventional 
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wisdom described by these authors: that urban students could not succeed on tests 
without direct, drill-based instruction. As Mr. Carter said, “I felt like the initial 
focus was on inquiry-based learning and group work, and we need to still incor-
porate that. But we need to support individual success on tests. On high-stakes 
tests.” It appeared that shifting instructional priorities for teachers and an increased 
focus on test preparation left teachers in tension about the kind of instruction they 
should prioritize for students. Teachers’ confusion reminded me of Ball’s ques-
tions about teaching in an era of performativity, when teachers must demonstrate 
their calculable worth through scores and figures:

Within all this…purposes are made contradictory, motivations become blurred and self 
worth is uncertain. We are unsure of what aspects of work are valued and how to prioritize 
efforts. We become uncertain about the reasons for actions. Are we doing this because it 
is important, because we believe in it, because it is worthwhile? Or is it being done ulti-
mately because it will be measured or compared? (Ball, 2003, p. 220).

The measurements teachers faced in 2013 and 2014 were more exigent than ever 
due to evaluations they faced, and teachers responded to increased test pressures 
by questioning their priorities in the classroom. How were teachers supposed to 
satisfy the demands of both “fact-recall”-oriented tests and observations? During 
observations, students needed to demonstrate that they were actively constructing 
knowledge and teachers needed to facilitate “higher-order thinking” and rigorous 
instruction (NYC DOE, 2013c, 2014a). Both test and observation outcomes deter-
mined teachers’ evaluation scores, and the seemingly different visions of teaching 
and learning prioritized in each left teachers to navigate what they often felt were 
irreconcilable contradictions.

 Shared Definitions: “What Really Is Rigorous?”

While RttT-aligned reforms such as observational guidelines aimed to cultivate “a 
common language and vision of instructional effectiveness that teachers and evalu-
ators can share” (NYC DOE, 2013b, p. 8), gaps in understanding clearly persisted 
in the first years of these reforms. These gaps subjected teachers to a further sense 
of incoherence as they struggled with definitions of rigor and of other terms used 
in evaluation-related documents.

Ms. Langdon noted a lack of clarity about terms that arose during her admin-
istrators’ visits—an issue she tied to the Citywide Instructional Expectations 
of 2013-204 (NYC DOE, 2013a). This document emphasizes that students 
should experience “rigorous instruction,” and references to rigor also appeared 
in Danielson’s Framework, New York City’s School Quality Review Rubric, and 
the Common Core (NYC DOE, 2013c, 2014a; NY SED, 2014a). After a round 
of informal observations in which her principal brought network representatives 
to several classrooms, Ms. Langdon received feedback about a lack of rigor in 
her own class. Yet she noted that she and her administration did not have a shared 
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understanding of that term. “Where do you find that definition of what really is 
rigorous?” she wondered:

Because if [the students] can’t do it, you can’t tell me it’s not rigorous enough. I think this 
is rigorous enough that they struggle with it and don’t finish. But then someone comes in 
and looks at it and says this isn’t rigorous.

This question of what constitutes rigor is vital in the context of teaching low-
income students of color. Many urban students enter high school unaccustomed 
to “demanding” curricula, having confronted low educational expectations in their 
prior schooling (Payne, 1984, pp. 111–115). Differences in opinion about rigor 
could lead to productive discussions about how to provide students with needed 
supports to engage in challenging academic work. However, to date, it did not 
sound as though Ms. Langdon and her colleagues were developing shared under-
standings of appropriately rigorous work for their students.

New York provides a number of resources that showcase exemplars of stu-
dent work, curriculum, and instruction (Engage NY, 2014). Yet many teachers 
expressed the sense that these materials assume too high a level of student prepa-
ration. Teachers also noted that videos demonstrating highly effective teaching in 
particular components of Danielson’s Framework failed to paint a holistic portrait 
of masterful instruction. While teachers agreed that the framework described much 
of what they understood to comprise good teaching, some gaps in understanding 
persisted. Mr. Lambert, who had been teaching for more than a decade, joked that 
“you can hover over ‘Highly Effective’ territory forever, but you will never land.” 
He credited this disconnect to administration-led meetings about Danielson’s 
Framework that took place in professional development sessions, where he said 
model practice was never demonstrated:

I definitely can appreciate the fact that it’s difficult to have “Highly Effective” in every 
single category, but the fact that they have not been able to demonstrate it? How do you 
have this category that nobody meets?…We kept seeing what’s ineffective, what’s ineffec-
tive, what’s ineffective—how about we see what’s highly effective and compare ourselves 
to that?

Here, Mr. Lambert suggested that teachers on the ground lacked shared under-
standings of policy terms with the people above them in the reform chain (see 
Darling-Hammond, 2001; Scott, 1998; Spillane, Reiser & Reimer 2002). Both  
Mr. Lambert and Ms. Nelson described Danielson’s Framework as “subjective,” 
and Ms. Nelson believed that there were no clear criteria for judging whether one 
had achieved proficiency in a given Danielson dimension. “There might be places 
you thought you did well,” she said, “and then administrators or you look at the 
framework, and the language makes you think you didn’t do well.” This disconnect 
is not inherently negative, for it may push school communities to collaboratively 
define effective, engaging instruction. Yet as of 2014, many teachers remained par-
tially confused about the terms, measurements, and demands (see Scott, 1998) of a 
framework that policymakers insist “establishes a common language and increases 
dialogue about effective instruction” (NYC DOE, 2014b, p. 3). This confusion 
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suggested a further sense of policy incoherence—one that emerged from ambigu-
ity surrounding purportedly straightforward policies.

 Common Core: “Maybe I’m not Doing Everything  
I’m Supposed to Do?”

In discussing the Common Core, teachers also expressed confusion—although 
they noted their strong support for the standards’ foci as well.

Many teachers said that the standards underscored skills they already prior-
itized in their classrooms. They initially implied that the Common Core factored 
into their planning only retroactively, once their units and lessons were already 
designed. Mr. Carter (English) explained this process: he chose his content first 
and then the projects, assessments, and texts he would use to teach and reinforce 
this content. “Then,” he noted, “I think, well, do these meet the standards, and 
which standards do they meet?” Several teachers agreed that they produced cur-
riculum maps and unit plans without first referencing the Common Core.

If the standards are implemented only when teachers drop selected mandates 
into already-planned curricula, there is a good chance that some standards are 
overlooked and that the Common Core framework is not being used as intended: 
to influence the creation of curricula that address specific sets of competencies. 
This may lead to further instances of incoherence in which standards intended to 
shape students’ skills statewide are haphazardly incorporated from one classroom 
or school to the next. I wondered about this in examining teachers’ yearlong cur-
riculum maps, from which select grade-level standards were often missing. In 
none of the curricular artifacts teachers brought with them to interviews did I find 
reference to the Common Core Language Standards, which are designed to scaf-
fold students’ mastery of written conventions (NY SED, 2014a). At first glance, 
I questioned whether the Common Core had much formative impact on teach-
ers’ planning, and I wondered what inconsistencies might result if teachers ref-
erenced the standards after the fact of planning. Ms. Langdon, too, wondered 
aloud: “I don’t know. Maybe I’m not doing everything I’m supposed to do with 
it?” As Porter, Fusarelli, and Fusarelli (2015) found in their case study of the new 
standards’ enactment, “an incomplete understanding on the part of teachers of the 
Common Core” can hinder implementation (p. 124).

Yet as I continued speaking to teachers, they made it clear that the Common 
Core did influence their design of curriculum in overarching ways. Mr. Lambert 
noted that in science, the Common Core drove him to concentrate on how students 
expressed their understanding of scientific concepts. “I think it’s good,” he said, 
“because you have to be able to articulate in science—it’s not just about applica-
tion.” Mr. Ulmer and Mr. Carter noted that they tried to emphasize Common Core-
aligned reading, writing, problem-solving, and higher-order thinking skills in their 
classrooms. While teachers’ processes of implementing the standards may have 
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left some individual skills and understandings unaddressed, teachers appeared sup-
portive of the framework’s instructional emphases. Teachers framed most frustra-
tions about the new standards as ones brought about by the related tests and their 
implementation, not by the standards themselves.

This distinction between the Common Core and their corresponding tests com-
plicates some of the portrayals of the standards in popular media. Sharp critiques 
of the standards’ design do not mesh with the impressions of many high school 
teachers, who indicate that many of the standards support in-depth learning. These 
teachers’ support for the Common Core, together with their critiques of high-
stakes assessments, resonate with Noguera’s argument that while the Common 
Core are not a silver bullet, they could ideally function “…to eliminate the une-
venness that presently characterize[s] educational standards among the states…
[and] to engage students to reason, problem solve, write and process information 
in ways that challenge their higher order thinking skills” (Hess & Noguera, 2013). 
Unfortunately, Noguera observes, the new standards materialize in their most 
high-stakes, visible form as tests for which students (and their teachers) are not 
provided adequate preparation or support.

Still, the Common Core may be pushing some teachers to consider a focus on 
higher-order thinking in their classrooms, a focus that seems to be supported by 
the Danielson Framework, the Citywide Instructional Expectations, and NYC’s 
School Quality Review rubric (NYC DOE, 2013a, c, 2014a). Teachers did point 
to gaps in understanding and enacting some of these policies, confusing as the 
mandates were in the absence of time for substantive dialogue about them. Yet 
overall, the greatest incoherence teachers identified was between high stakes tests 
and the educational vision presented in many of the RttT-aligned reforms of 2013 
and 2014—reforms that prized critical thinking and collaborative work over rote 
memorization.

 Incompatible Outcomes

In the first years of RttT-aligned policies, some urban high school teachers were 
left confused about the skills and instructional strategies they should prioritize. 
State exams involved such high stakes that some teachers focused the majority of 
their instructional efforts on teaching to these tests. Yet they also faced new rounds 
of local assessments that measured distinct skills and new expectations for their 
teaching that encouraged the facilitation of collaboration, inquiry, and higher-
order thinking (rather than the rote memorization they felt standardized tests 
necessitated). As Berliner (2007) argues, in their current form “high stakes tests 
and the curriculum goals for the twenty-first century are incompatible” (p. 138). 
Confusingly, both seemed to be emphasized in new and longstanding policies that 
NYC teachers experienced in 2013 and 2014.

When I asked about the new amalgam of standardizations that teachers faced, 
I expected to hear stronger critiques of the new evaluation system and new 
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standards. What I heard instead were resounding denouncements of testing, even 
by those who accommodated to the rituals and pedagogy they thought were best-
suited to the demands of high-stakes exams. The teachers I interviewed worried 
about the degraded state of student learning that was accompanying testing in 
2013 and 2014, suggesting that the lessons of NCLB were not being heeded in 
the RttT era. There is reason to fear that new and longstanding reforms will con-
tinue to result in “the opposite of the rhetoric…[as] more and more children are 
‘left behind’”—as before, curricula may narrow “as (mostly) working-class and 
minority youth are condemned to a regime of test-prep and little more” (Garrison, 
2009, pp. 103–104; see also Berliner, 2007; Darder & Torres, 2004; Lipman, 
2004). As teachers of Regents-based courses described their instruction to me, it 
appeared to contain many elements of such a regime. Despite what we know to be 
the dangers of test-based accountability measures, we find ourselves in the midst 
of reforms that exert extreme pressure on teachers and students through high-
stakes testing. This appears true even in the face of some new policies that demand 
“higher-order,” more challenging learning experiences for students. As local and 
state assessments come to resemble one another more closely, teachers may feel 
some relief from the need to teach seemingly incongruous skills. But the general 
pressure to tailor curriculum and instruction to standardized, high-stakes tests is 
unlikely to disappear, given state mandates and federal funding programs.

In a time when education reform is focused on outcomes rather than inputs, 
teachers of low-income students of color seem to be facing incoherent messages 
about what students need to learn…Is it higher-order thinking skills, inquiry, and 
collaboration, which many teachers sense are fundamental to high-quality learn-
ing experiences? Or is it the narrow skills assessed on high-stakes tests: account-
ability measures that tend to penalize rather than support low-income students of 
color and their teachers? In the absence of providing greater support to address 
the needs of urban students outside the classroom, policymakers should be provid-
ing schools with a coherent vision of teaching and learning, or with the support to 
develop their own such visions locally. Without doing this, and without decreasing 
the stakes associated with standardized testing, we run the risk of continuing to 
deny low-income students of color high-quality educational experiences in urban 
schools.
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 Introduction

Scholars debate whether years of education for Mexican American youth improve 
or stagnate across generations (Alba, Abdel-Hady, Islam & Marotz, 2011; Duncan 
& Trejo, 2011; Telles & Ortiz, 2008). Parent-to-child comparisons show educa-
tional advancement between immigrant parents and their second-generation chil-
dren (7–8 years vs. 12–13 years), and educational advancement between 
second-generation parents and their third-generation children (10–11 years vs. 
12–13 years) (Telles & Ortiz, 2008).1 Despite parent-to-child educational advance-
ment, second- and third-generation children attain on average 12–13 years of edu-
cation, suggesting limited educational progress or stagnation for Mexican 
Americans.2 Educational stagnation among Mexican Americans is surprising since 
the third generation has parents who are more educated than those of the second 

1The second generation refers to the U.S.-born children of immigrants and the third generation 
refers to the U.S.-born grandchildren of immigrants.
2While most quantitave data does not permit disaggregation by generational status beyond the 
third generation, Telles and Ortiz (2008) find that Mexican Americans’ limited educational 
progress continues into the fourth generation. I use the term educational stagnation to refer to 
Mexican Americans’ limited educational progress.
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generation. Yet the improvement in schooling we expect to find between second- 
and third-generation children is largely absent. Additionally, educational stagna-
tion suggests that the educational incorporation of Mexican American youth 
differs from that of other racial and ethnic groups. In fact, Mexican American high 
school dropout rates are more than twice as high as those of Asians and Whites, 
and the discrepancy continues in college graduation rates (Burciaga, Pérez Huber 
& Solórzano, 2010; Covarrubias, 2011). The lower educational attainment of 
Mexican Americans indicates that their educational experiences qualitatively differ 
from those of Asians and Whites.

To explain educational stagnation among Mexican Americans, the prevailing 
hypothesis attributes second-generation educational advancement (compared to 
that of the immigrant generation) to the optimism instilled by their Mexican-born 
parents (Kao & Tienda, 1995, 1998), and third-generation educational stagnation 
(compared to that of their second-generation counterparts) to the disillusioned 
prospects for upward mobility instilled by their U.S.-born parents (Gibson & 
Ogbu, 1991). Yet, others emphasize that Mexican American youth regardless of 
generational status are vulnerable to negative school conditions that lead to their 
low educational attainment (Telles & Ortiz, 2008; Valenzuela, 1999). While exist-
ing hypotheses on educational stagnation remain inconclusive, the second and 
third generations complete similar years of education. Whether educational stag-
nation is attributable to generational differences in academic motivation between 
the second and third generation, or negative school conditions that lead to their 
low educational attainment regardless of generational status, remains in question.

The sociological literature on Mexican American educational attainment 
focuses on how parental narratives impact the educational experiences of the sec-
ond generation and misses how parental narratives affect the third generation. The 
undertheorization of third-generation parental narratives skews existing knowledge 
of how parental narratives influence Mexican American schooling. Nevertheless, 
an exclusive emphasis on parental narratives glazes over the school inequalities 
that affect Mexican Americans. Scholars are thus left with an inadequate analysis 
of how parental narratives and school conditions shape Mexican American edu-
cational trajectories. Since research focuses on the second-generation schooling 
advantage relative to the immigrant generation, the present study shifts the refer-
ence group to the third generation to examine how parental nativity and the school 
context influence Mexican American educational incorporation.

The present study also evaluates how student racial composition in high 
school influences Mexican American schooling conditions. In Brown v. Board of 
Education (1954), the Supreme Court outlawed racial segregation of schools by 
ruling that such segregation was inherently unequal. Sixty years after Brown, the 
role of student racial composition in schools remains critical to education research. 
While Latino students have become the most highly segregated minority group 
in California (Orfield & Ee, 2014), the effects of segregation and integration on 
Latino schooling conditions is unclear. Specifically, both segregated and integrated 
schools may reproduce racial stereotypes of Mexican Americans that lead to their 
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low educational attainment (Goldsmith, 2004; Ochoa, 2013; Pizarro, 2005). An 
analysis of racialized treatment toward Mexican Americans in segregated and inte-
grated schools is key to further specifying how the schooling context affects their 
educational incorporation.

In this paper, I investigate how generational status, that is, second and third 
generation, shapes the parental narratives and high school experiences of Mexican 
American young adults. First, I discuss how the content of narratives of Mexican-
born and U.S.-born parents differ for second- and third-generation Mexican 
Americans, respectively. Second, I discuss the educational barriers of Mexican 
Americans in diverse and majority-Latino high schools and how those barri-
ers may guide them toward the community college system. I show the potential 
importance of racialized school practices on Mexican Americans’ educational 
experiences and trajectories.

 Parental Narratives: Immigrant Optimism, Blocked 
Opportunities, and Racial Socialization

The literature on academic achievement among children of immigrants attributes 
their educational success (as compared to that of the immigrant generation) to the 
optimism instilled by their immigrant parents (Kao & Tienda, 1995). Immigrants 
represent a positively selected and highly motivated group, and therefore they 
may emphasize the importance of academic achievement to their children (Qian & 
Blair, 1999). Immigrant optimism largely derives from the dual frame of reference 
among immigrant parents. Dual frame of reference refers to immigrants who often 
interpret conditions in the new host country in direct reference to their own experi-
ences in their country of origin (Suárez-Orozco, 1989). For immigrant parents, the 
desire to see their children attain high levels of education may also reflect their 
greater faith in American schools, especially when they are more recently arrived 
in the United States (Glick & White, 2004).

For second-generation youth, scholars also emphasize the “immigrant bargain” 
or the expectation that the second generation will redeem their parents’ sacri-
fice in coming to the United States by succeeding in school and work (Kasinitz, 
Mollenkopf, Waters, & Holdaway, 2009; Louie, 2012; Smith, 2006). While similar 
bargains occur in nonimmigrant families, the life-defining sacrifices of migration 
on the part of immigrant parents convert the bargain into an urgent tale of suc-
cess or failure (Louie, 2012; Smith, 2006). Accordingly, second-generation youth 
understand that school and work success validates parental sacrifice while failure 
incurs a burden of shame (Smith, 2006). Immigrant optimism and the immigrant 
bargain may also help the second generation confront negative school conditions. 
By extension, U.S.-born children of Mexican American parents benefit less from 
the immigrant narrative due to their United States frame of reference and, there-
fore, are more vulnerable to the negative effects of schooling.
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Scholars posit that third-generation educational stagnation (as compared to that 
of their second-generation counterparts) is attributable to the messages of blocked 
opportunities instilled by their U.S.-born parents (Gibson & Ogbu, 1991; Kao & 
Tienda, 1998). Native-born parents may be disillusioned with their prospects of 
upward mobility, and may bring their own past relationships with schools into 
play when rearing their children (Luttrell, 1997). For Mexican American parents, 
perceptions of negative treatment by their children’s educators may reinforce past 
experiences of alienation in schools (Romo, 1984). As a result, Mexican American 
parents may transfer leveled educational aspirations to their children. While the 
marginalization of Mexican American parents appears to be central to how they 
rear their children, we know less about how discrimination shapes the content of 
parental narratives and academic motivation for third-generation children.

Racial socialization research may elucidate the messages that Mexican 
Americans receive from their U.S.-born parents. Racial socialization refers to the 
verbal and nonverbal processes of promoting children’s awareness of discrimina-
tion and preparing them to cope with it (Hughes et al., 2006). While Latino youth 
report more racial socialization than White youth (Huynh & Fuligni, 2008), they 
report less racial socialization than Black youth (Hughes, 2003). This suggests that 
Mexican-origin parents may believe that discrimination is an unavoidable real-
ity for their children and may talk to their children about possible discrimination 
experiences (Huynh & Fuligni, 2008). While parental messages of blocked oppor-
tunities may negatively impact third-generation schooling, racial socialization 
may facilitate the academic success of third-generation youth. Specifically, racial 
socialization can contain messages that enhance youths’ positive views of their 
ethnic group and self-esteem, which is positively associated with youths’ academic 
orientations and outcomes (Chavous et al., 2003). Thus, I examine the content of 
immigrant optimism and racial socialization for members of the second and third 
generation.

 Schooling: Oppositional Identity, Racialization, and School 
Racial Composition

The literature on educational outcomes of Mexican-origin youth theorizes that 
oppositional identities among U.S.-born youth relative to immigrant youth may 
contribute to their educational stagnation (Gibson & Ogbu, 1991). Matute-Bianchi 
(1986), for example, finds that nonimmigrant Chicano or cholo students reject 
academic-oriented behaviors to maintain the integrity of their respective identi-
ties. Conversely, the dual frame of reference among immigrant youth facilitates 
their academic success. While U.S.-born, Mexican-origin students are depicted as 
lacking the same drive as immigrant students, it is apparent that educators’ stereo-
types worked against Mexican-origin youth regardless of nativity (Matute-Bianchi, 
1986). Therefore, the focus on oppositional identities misses how oppressive 
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school structures adversely affect the schooling of immigrant and nonimmigrant 
youth and instead blames youths’ individual attributes.

When the schooling context is analyzed more centrally, the role of deficient 
school practices in the marginalization of U.S.-born, Mexican-origin students 
becomes evident (Ochoa, 2013; Pizarro, 2005; Stanton-Salazar, 2001; Valencia, 
2002). Valenzuela (1999), for example, attributes educational stagnation among 
Mexican Americans to subtractive schooling, a process by which schools subtract 
educational resources from youth through a pattern of mutual alienation and dis-
trust between students and teachers. Deficient student–teacher relationships are a 
product of a larger schooling context that impedes learning. Furthermore, Conchas 
(2006) shows that caring student–teacher relationships are unavailable to Mexican 
Americans, as they are isolated in remedial programs. The absence of guidance 
from educators in remedial programs leads to Mexican American insecurities 
regarding their intellectual abilities and lackluster motivation to plan for college. 
Beyond youths’ individual attributes, these studies document that deficient school 
practices may be present for Mexican Americans regardless of generational status. 
Therefore, an examination of the schooling context is critical to exploring further 
reasons for the leveling of educational progress among Mexican Americans.

Scholars also contend that racial discrimination and stereotyping are central 
to Mexican American schooling (Ochoa, 2013; Telles & Ortiz, 2008; Valencia, 
2002). Racialization refers to the ways in which ideas about race sort individu-
als into the American racial hierarchy (Telles & Ortiz, 2008). Therefore, ideas 
about the worth of Mexican Americans, especially compared to those about Asians 
and Whites, lead to their educational disadvantage. Similarly, research demon-
strates that educators’ perceptions of Latinos as inferior leads to discrimination 
in the form of holding them to lower academic standards and tracking them into 
less challenging courses (Lucas & Gamoran, 2002; McKown & Weinstein, 2008; 
Tenenbaum & Ruck, 2007). Educators are also reluctant to invest in the education 
of Latinos (as compared to that of Asians and Whites) in the form of resources 
ranging from classroom assistance to college guidance (Marx, 2006; Oakes, 2005; 
Pizarro, 2005). These findings substantiate the larger racialization process in 
schools that limits Mexican American educational progress.

However, existing evidence on the racialized treatment of Mexican Americans 
in diverse and majority-Latino schools shows mixed results. In diverse schools, 
research documents that racial stereotypes foster low expectations of Latinos and 
track them into less rigorous courses (Conchas, 2006; Ochoa, 2013). Yet, diverse 
schools may increase Latino students’ access to challenging curricula and thereby 
increase their college attendance (Goldsmith, 2009; Orfield & Ee, 2014). In major-
ity-Latino schools, research details how Eurocentric curricula alienate Mexican-
origin students, which leads to their low educational attainment (Valenzuela, 
1999). However, majority-Latino schools may increase Latino college expecta-
tions and self-worth, which also increases their college attendance (Frost, 2007; 
Goldsmith, 2004). Since schools may reproduce existing racial hierarchies, how 
student racial composition shapes Mexican American schooling remains in ques-
tion. The qualitative data reported here permit an evaluation of how racialized 
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treatment in diverse and majority-Latino schools affects Mexican American 
schooling.

Few qualitative studies have examined how generational status—more specifi-
cally, the second and third generations—shapes the parental narratives and educa-
tional experiences of Mexican Americans. In this paper, I examine how the 
contents of parental and educator messages3 socialize and affect the high school 
experiences of Mexican American young adults. Additionally, I investigate how 
racialized treatment (stereotyping and discrimination) toward Mexican Americans 
may operate in diverse and majority-Latino high schools.

 Data and Methods

This article draws from 41 interviews with U.S.-born Mexican American young 
adults in Los Angeles County, CA. I located my research in Los Angeles County 
since it has one of the largest Mexican-origin populations within California 
(Brown & Lopez, 2013). I recruited respondents from two community colleges 
with majority-Latino student populations. Participants selected were second- and 
third-generation Mexican Americans of working-class families.

 Generational Status

I define the second generation as children of immigrants, whose parents migrated 
to the United States as adults (at least 16 years of age) and did not attend school in 
the United States. I interviewed 18 of the second generation. I define the third gen-
eration as those who have U.S.-born parents, and have at least three grandparents 
who were born in Mexico. Among the third generation, most had two U.S.-born 
parents (14 respondents) or had parents that came to the United States as newborns 
or before the age of eight (6 respondents). I also include those who had a U.S.-
born mother and Mexican-born father (3 respondents) with the third generation 
since parental messages and class backgrounds were similar to those of students 
who had two U.S.-born parents. I interviewed 23 of the third generation.

 Other Selection Criteria

I interviewed 20 women and 21 men. For the second generation, I interviewed 10 
men and 8 women. For the third generation, I interviewed 12 women and 11 men. 

3Educator messages refer to the messages that students receive from teachers, counselors, and 
administrators about their academic ability, worth, and potential.
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I interviewed respondents between 17 and 25 years of age. Most participants are 
between 18 and 20-years old, are recent high school graduates, and are able to rec-
ollect their high school experiences with ease.

I controlled for class background by focusing on working-class Mexican 
Americans. I selected respondents whose parents have a high school degree or 
less. While most immigrant parents were self-employed or employed in factory 
and construction jobs, most U.S.-born parents were employed in clerical, mechani-
cal, and transportation jobs. Using this selection criterion, I investigate the effect 
of factors like parental narratives, rather than the effect of parents’ educational 
resources, on their children’s educational experiences.

 Community College Students

Mexican American community college students are an ideal population for this 
study for two main reasons: (1) most Mexican Americans begin and end their 
postsecondary careers at community college whether they graduate or not and (2) 
Mexican Americans in community college are diverse in their academic achieve-
ments and experiences (Burciaga et al., 2010). For U.S.-born, Mexican Americans 
in the United States, 17 % have less than a high school degree, 36 % earn a high 
school degree, 31 % attend some college, and 16 % earn a bachelor’s degree or 
higher (Current Population Survey, 2012). While somewhat selective compared to 
the many Mexican Americans who do not pursue college, community college stu-
dents are an ideal population since most Mexican Americans have a high school 
degree or attend some college.

As community college students, participants are more successful than their 
Mexican-born or U.S.-born parents who have a high school degree or less. Despite 
parent-to-child educational progress, second- and third-generation children attain 
on average 12–13 years of education (Alba et al., 2011; Telles & Ortiz, 2008). 
Therefore, community college students are an ideal population through which to 
examine educational stagnation since most Mexican Americans end their postsec-
ondary careers at community college. As high school graduates, participants are 
also more successful than those who did not complete high school. This suggests 
that high school graduates would have fewer negative and racialized school experi-
ences than those who did not complete high school. As a result, this study provides 
a conservative test of racialization.

 Research Sites

I selected Mexican American students at two community colleges in East Los 
Angeles County. Both community colleges are Hispanic-Serving Institutions, 
postsecondary institutions that serve 25 % or more of Latino full-time student 
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enrollment. I chose these college campuses for two main reasons: (1) majority-
Latino neighborhoods surround both colleges and shape the composition of stu-
dent enrollment and (2) they are similar in Latino student enrollment (at least 40 
%) and Latino transfer rates compared to other Los Angeles County community 
colleges (Los Angeles Community College District, 2012).

I recruited respondents through one-on-one recruitment, classroom announcements 
and campus flyers. Most respondents were recruited through classroom announce-
ments and few through one-on-one recruitment or campus flyers. Recruitment con-
tent asked if students wanted to participate in a study on the educational messages 
they received from family members and educators, and their educational experiences 
and trajectories. Of the 152 students contacted, 41 met the selection criteria and were 
interviewed in library or conference rooms at their campus.

 High Schools

All respondents attended public school at the primary and secondary levels. 
Respondents are from the San Gabriel Valley and cities throughout East Los 
Angeles County, CA. Most respondents graduated with a high school diploma 
with the exception of one who earned a GED (General Education Development) 
diploma. In high school, most respondents did not take honors or advanced place-
ment classes and had average grade point averages (2.0–3.0 GPA). Given these 
background characteristics, most participants are average students and few are 
high achievers.

Most respondents attended majority-Latino high schools with at least 40 % 
or more Latinos. While most high schools were majority-Latino, they varied in 
whether they included a sizeable minority of non-Latino students, namely Asians 
or Whites. Diverse schools include 10–55 % Asian and White students and Latino 
schools include 90–98 % Latino students. Since diverse student composition may 
be narrowly defined, the study provides a conservative test on the effects of a 
diverse student-body on Mexican American schooling.

 Data Analysis

Each interview lasted between 45 and 90 minutes, was conducted between August 
2011 and October 2012, and was recorded and transcribed verbatim. Interviews 
consisted of three sections: (1) academic course trajectory and extracurricular par-
ticipation, (2) high school-to-college transition, and (3) parental and educator mes-
sages about college. I inductively analyzed the interviews to identify broad themes 
that were subsequently organized by the primary explanations for how genera-
tional status shapes Mexican American schooling: (1) parental motivation, (2) neg-
ative treatment by teachers, and (3) academic tracking by counselors.
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 Findings

 Parental Narratives

The interviews made clear the expectation that Mexican Americans will redeem 
their parents’ sacrifices through their educational success. In particular, par-
ticipants drew upon multiple parental messages as educational motivation (see 
Table 1). On the one hand, parental messages on substandard working and finan-
cial conditions often included parental explanations for not attending college. On 
the other hand, parental messages about the need to challenge negative Mexican 
stereotypes often included parental accounts of negative labor market experiences. 
Nonetheless, parental messages regarding higher education clustered into two 
major themes: (1) substandard working and financial conditions and (2) the need 
to challenge negative Mexican stereotypes. While an equal proportion of second- 
and third-generation respondents stressed their parents’ unfavorable economic 
conditions as educational motivation (six out of ten), a substantial proportion of 
the third generation also emphasized the need to challenge negative Mexican ste-
reotypes (four out of ten). While the content of parental messages for the second 
and third generations differed, the effect of parental messages was the same—
members of the second and third generations were equally motivated to pursue 
higher education.

Table 1  Frequency distribution of parental narratives by generational status (N = 41)

Note Numbers in parentheses are proportions. The sample size (N) represents the number of 
 participants. Frequencies do not equal the total number of participants in each generational status 
category, as participants reported more than one theme for parental narratives

Generational status

Second  
(N = 18)

Third 
(N = 23)

Parental narratives

Substandard work and financial conditions 11 14

(0.6) (0.6)

College opportunities not available in Mexico 8 0

(0.4) (0)

Financial family obligations thwarted college aspirations 0 9

(0) (0.4)

Challenge negative Mexican stereotypes 0 10

(0) (0.4)

Negative labor market experiences 0 7

(0) (0.3)
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 Second- and Third-Generation Motivation: Substandard 
Working and Financial Conditions

An equal proportion of the second and third generations emphasized their parents’ 
substandard working and financial conditions as postsecondary motivation (six out 
of ten). Furthermore, parental messages on substandard economic conditions often 
included parental explanations for not pursuing college. While the second gener-
ation conveyed that college was not a viable option for their parents in Mexico, 
the third generation explained that their parents’ financial familial obligations 
thwarted their college aspirations (four out of ten for both).

Many second-generation participants reported parental messages regarding the 
arduous working conditions of their immigrant parents as postsecondary motiva-
tion (six out of ten), and less so their parents’ hardships in Mexico or their own 
potential hardships in Mexico if their parents had not migrated to the United 
States. Julian, an 18-year-old, reported for example that his immigrant father’s 
current job prompted him to pursue higher education.

My father wants us to get an education because he never had the opportunity to get an 
education. [My father says,] “You better go to college or you will be working a dead-end 
job and getting the same wage as me and that’s not enough.”

While Julian was aware that his parents migrated from Mexico to the United 
States in search of better work opportunities and that college was not an avail-
able option for his parents in Mexico, his father’s working conditions were what 
prompted him to further his education. Julian further explained that he did not 
“want to work every day for little pay” like his parents. Therefore, his father’s 
warnings about low-wage work provided the basis of his postsecondary motiva-
tion to obtain a higher paying job. Similarly, most second-generation respond-
ents reported that their parents’ arduous, low-wage jobs with inconsistent pay 
reinforced their decision to pursue higher education. Accordingly, they used their 
immigrant parents’ working conditions in the United States as points of reference 
to excel in school and to exceed their parents’ class status.

Similarly, most third-generation respondents referenced their U.S.-born parents’ 
low-wage work and financial hardships as postsecondary motivation (six out of 
ten). Daniel, a 20-year-old, reported how his U.S.-born father’s advice regarding a 
college degree to obtain better pay and financial stability encouraged him to attend 
a 4-year college.

My dad says, “I know that if I would have gone to [a 4-year] college and received this 
stupid piece of paper [diploma] we would never have any of these financial problems.” 
My dad has this friend named Ian and he got a degree in political science. They got hired 
at the same time and have the same job, but Ian always made more money because of the 
piece of paper. My dad says, “That’s why I make less than he does in the same position.”

Daniel’s father emphasized that obtaining a bachelor’s degree in any field 
of study would provide better work and financial opportunities. The advice of 
Daniel’s U.S.-born father was reinforced by the housing troubles that Daniel’s 
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family was experiencing. He reported, “I don’t want to end up like my parents… 
I don’t want to feel like I don’t know where I’m going to live next month.” As a 
result, Daniel was motivated to receive a college diploma to evade the financial 
obstacles of his family. Many third-generation respondents also reported that they 
were encouraged to attend college to avoid the same financial obstacles as their 
U.S.-born parents.

Additionally, Daniel reported that his father could not attend college because he 
had to financially support his parents and siblings. Daniel said, “My dad tried to 
go to college, but he realized that his mother really needed him to work and help 
provide for the family.” Many third-generation respondents explained that their 
parents could not continue on to college from high school due to financial famil-
ial obligations associated with their low-income status. Given these experiences, 
the third generation was encouraged to take advantage of the college opportunities 
afforded to them. Conversely, the second generation did not report parental mes-
sages of limited postsecondary opportunities due to financial familial obligations 
and instead, emphasized that postsecondary opportunities were not available to 
their parents in Mexico (see Table 1).

Together, the content of parental messages regarding substandard working 
and financial conditions show subtle differences by respondent’s generation (see 
Table 1). While the second generation stressed that college was not an option due 
to the absence of college opportunities for their parents in Mexico, the third gener-
ation stressed that college was not an option due to their parents’ financial familial 
obligations (four out of ten for both). Nonetheless, both second- and third-gener-
ation participants were expected to redeem their parents’ sacrifices through their 
educational success.

 Third-Generation Motivation: Challenging Negative 
Mexican Stereotypes

An equal proportion of second- and third-generation participants reported mes-
sages of substandard working and financial conditions as educational motivation 
(six out of ten), yet the third generation further emphasized the need to challenge 
negative Mexican stereotypes (four out of ten). Parental messages about the need 
to challenge negative Mexican stereotypes often included parental accounts of 
negative labor market experiences (three out of ten). Notably, parental accounts of 
negative labor market experiences reinforced third-generation motivation to chal-
lenge Mexican stereotypes such as perceptions of being ignorant, unable to speak 
proper English, low-income, lazy, or like gang members. In contrast, the second 
generation did not report the need to challenge negative Mexican stereotypes or 
describe their Mexican-born parents’ negative labor market experiences as educa-
tional motivation (zero out of ten for both).
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Briana, a 21-year-old, reported that her U.S.-born mother encouraged her to 
pursue college so that she could have a job where she was treated fairly. Briana 
explained that the negative treatment her mother previously experienced from 
White coworkers at a salon was the central source of her mother’s messages 
regarding educational motivation.

My mother told me to do something that I liked… she feels useless because she didn’t go 
to school or anything… My mom worked as a salon receptionist with White girls. Those 
White girls treated her like she was stupid and she knows perfect English, and they [still] 
treated her as if she was dumb. “Have Irma do this, have Irma wash the towels or sweep 
the floor.” My mom can’t stand to be talked down to like she’s ignorant… [She] told me 
that I should prove everyone wrong who thinks I can’t [pursue my goals].

Briana explained that her mother knew “perfect English” to emphasize that her 
mother’s White coworkers treated her negatively simply because of her Mexican 
background and regardless of her nativity. Furthermore, the discrimination her 
mother experienced made her feel useless and incompetent. As a result, Briana’s 
mother encouraged her to pursue higher education to avoid workplace discrimina-
tion in less-prestigious occupations, and to challenge the negative stereotypes that 
non-Mexicans have of Mexican-origin people. Many third-generation participants 
also conveyed that parental messages of “proving wrong” the ideas that Mexican 
Americans are less capable than others coupled with evading similar negative 
labor market experiences as their parents were central to their educational motiva-
tion. For the second generation, parental messages on negative labor market expe-
riences or the need to challenge negative Mexican stereotypes were not as evident 
(see Table 1).

Third-generation respondents also pointed to their parents’ blocked job oppor-
tunities as educational motivation. Jeffrey, a 20-year-old, discussed how his U.S.-
born father was denied a position in the United States Air Force due to racial 
discrimination. When asked how his U.S.-born father’s stories influenced his own 
educational goals, Jeffrey responded:

It keeps me going. I don’t know how to explain it… When my dad was 19, he tried to go 
to the Air Force. My dad scored the highest on the [placement] test compared to Whites. 
The drill sergeant was surprised that he was Frank Diaz. They placed him in refrigeration 
even though he tested into air traffic controller. He felt like it was racism, so he got out of 
the Air Force… He tried to speak up about it, but no one listened to him… Sometimes he 
looks it up on the computer and he says, “Man, they’re making $40,000 a year! Imagine if 
I would be making that much? We could’ve had a different life.”

Jeffrey’s father was employed in two part-time jobs, as a youth counselor and a 
truck driver. Jeffrey explained that his father continued to feel defeated and upset 
by the unfair treatment he received by the Air Force officer. Rather than be dis-
couraged by this narrative, Jeffrey reported, “It makes me want to better myself, 
educate myself.” Accordingly, Jeffrey recognized that Mexican Americans are per-
ceived as less deserving of prestigious occupations in the labor market. To respond 
to and to challenge those negative perceptions, Jeffrey emphasized that he wanted 
to further his education. Similarly, other third-generation respondents under-
scored that they wanted to pursue higher education to overcome their parents’ 
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employment barriers as well as to challenge negative stereotypes regarding the low 
educational status of Mexican Americans. Conversely, among the second genera-
tion, parental accounts of discrimination in the labor market as the basis of post-
secondary motivation was not as apparent (see Table 1).

In short, the content of parental messages for the second and third generations 
differed (see Table 1). While an equal proportion of second- and third-generation 
respondents stressed their parents’ unfavorable economic conditions in the United 
States as educational motivation (six out of ten), third-generation respondents also 
stressed the need to challenge negative Mexican stereotypes as motivation (four 
out of ten). Nonetheless, the effect of parental messages for the second and third 
generations was the same—they were equally motivated to pursue college. Despite 
encouraging parental messages, members of the second and third generations had 
limited knowledge of the high school-to-college transition as first-generation col-
lege students. Therefore, educator messages regarding participants’ college options 
may have played a critical role in guiding their educational trajectories.

 High School Experiences

While respondents reported encouraging messages to pursue higher education 
from their parents, regardless of parents’ nativity, they reported negative treatment 
by their educators in high school. The second and third generations perceived the 
same negative treatment, which was reported in two significant ways: (1) low 
expectations and marginalization by teachers, and (2) low expectations and aca-
demic tracking by counselors (see Table 2). While most respondents (35 of 41) 
perceived low expectations by educators, the presence or absence of non-Latino 
students shaped how respondents explained the negative treatment by educators. 
Specifically, students who attended diverse schools reported that they were treated 
differently from non-Latino students, namely Asians and Whites. Conversely, stu-
dents who attended Latino schools did not have non-Latino students with whom to 
compare their negative treatment, yet they reported that educators simply held low 
expectations of Mexican Americans.

 Low Expectations and Marginalization by Teachers

Respondents acutely recalled the low expectations and marginalization they per-
ceived from teachers in the classroom. Those who attended diverse schools per-
ceived more instances of low expectations by teachers than those who attended 
Latino schools (seven out of ten and three out of ten, respectively). Respondents 
who attended diverse schools described needing to prove their academic intelli-
gence to teachers due to teachers’ low expectations of Mexican Americans com-
pared to Asians and Whites. Jesse, a 20-year-old, reported feeling underestimated 
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when he excelled on course exams because he did not fit the studious, middle-
class-White-student profile.

I went to a school with a lot of White kids, who had money and got good grades. I didn’t 
fit that image at all… When they would see my test scores, they would scratch their 
head… I was accused of cheating multiple times. It was very frustrating because I wasn’t 
cheating and I knew I wasn’t. It got so far that I had meetings with the principals and I 
had to take tests by myself. I felt like I was very underestimated. They made me retake 
tests to prove that I did it myself.

Jesse explained that he had to retake more than one exam because his White 
teachers and principals thought he cheated on his exams.4 He emphasized that he 
“did not fit the White-student mold that typically received the A grades” he had 
earned because of his dark phenotype, Mexican ancestry, and working-class back-
ground. Jesse’s account suggests that White teachers favored White students, 
which made him feel marginalized. Consequently, Jesse felt frustrated and power-
less because teachers could not believe that he was both intelligent and Mexican-
origin. Similarly, many respondents reported experiences of having to convince 
educators that they could compete with the top Asian and White students in their 
classes due to perceived biases that Mexican Americans are academically inferior 
compared to Asian and Whites.

4I report educators’ race/ethnicity to specify how respondents percieved educators’ negative 
treatment.

Table 2  Frequency distribution of educator messages by school racial composition (N = 41)

Note Numbers in parentheses are proportions. The sample size (N) represents the number of 
 participants. Frequencies do not equal the number of participants in each school racial composition 
category, as participants reported more than one theme for educator messages

School racial composition

Diverse (N = 25) Latino (N = 16)

Educator messages
Low expectations and marginalization by teachers

Preference for Asian and White students 17 0

(0.7) (0)

Low academic achievement standards 0 5

(0) (0.3)

Low expectations and academic tracking by counselors

Questioned intellectual ability 9 0

(0.4) (0.0)

Lackluster 4-year college guidance 10 7

(0.4) (0.4)

Did not report low expectations 2 4

(0.1) (0.3)
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Respondents who attended diverse schools also reported low expectations by 
educators when they perceived that the intellectual cultivation of Asian students 
was favored in the classroom. Ramona, a 19-year-old, explained that teachers 
always looked to the Asian students for the answers to the questions posed in 
class, which made her feel marginalized.

Teachers would pick the [Asian students] more. You would raise your hand and the teach-
ers would always pick on the Chous or Chans and not the Rodriguezes or Guerreros… It 
was like, why even go to class if they’re not even going to pay attention to me? I was like 
I’m here too, why don’t you pick on me? I know the answer. I need help, help me! It was 
always them [the Asian students] that got [the] attention.

Ramona felt frustrated that her teachers, who were mostly White, were more 
invested in the schooling of Asian students than Latino students. She also ques-
tioned whether teachers valued her intellectual efforts and whether she should 
attend class because she felt invisible relative to her Asian classmates. Ramona’s 
example demonstrates how Mexican American students can disconnect and dis-
invest from their classes due to the less favorable treatment they perceive from 
teachers. Similarly, many respondents who attended diverse schools perceived that 
teachers had higher expectations for Asian or White students and lower expecta-
tions for Latino students. The preferential treatment of non-Latino students by 
teachers conveys the message that educating Asian and White students is more 
favorable than educating Mexican American students, which can negatively influ-
ence Mexican American academic engagement and performance.

Respondents who attended Latino schools reported fewer instances of low 
expectations by educators than those who attended diverse schools (three out of 
ten and seven out of ten, respectively). This may be because those who attended 
Latino schools could not compare their experiences to those of other non-Latino 
students. Nonetheless, respondents understood the low academic standards 
directed at them by teachers in Latino schools. For example, Jeffrey, a 20-year-old, 
explained that teachers set low academic standards from day one in class.

Everyone at my school didn’t pay attention. The teachers didn’t say anything. I had teach-
ers that would say, “If you want a C, sit in the front and if you want a D, sit in the back of 
the class.” I [also] thought it was normal for students to talk in class until I came here [to 
community college.]

Jeffrey’s account exemplifies the ways in which teachers may assume Mexican 
Americans to neither be academically engaged nor excel in class and conse-
quently, instill low academic standards. Furthermore, Jeffrey’s example specifies 
how teachers’ low expectations convey the message that Mexican Americans are 
unworthy of quality academic instruction. Together, low expectations and low-
quality academic instruction impeded Jeffrey’s academic development. While 
respondents who attended Latino schools reported fewer instances of low expec-
tations and marginalization by teachers than those who attended diverse schools 
(see Table 2), Jeffrey’s example demonstrates how low expectations may operate 
in Latino schools.
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Additionally, Jeffrey attributed the low expectations of his teachers and low-
quality school curriculum to his “below average” performance on the SAT, the 
main standardized test used in admissions to most 4-year colleges. When asked 
if low expectations by educators affected whether he attended a 2- or 4-year col-
lege, Jeffrey said, “Yea, I took the SAT my junior year. I scored really low on eve-
rything. I was embarrassed. I tried to study for whatever I could. The questions 
that I read, I thought it was a different language.” Jeffrey perceived that the subpar 
academic instruction he received in school hindered his 4-year college prospects. 
Many respondents who attended Latino schools also perceived and explained that 
low expectations by teachers resulted in substandard curricula that did not prepare 
them for the 4-year college admissions process. While respondents who attended 
diverse schools more often perceived low expectations by teachers relative to their 
Asian and White counterparts (seven out of ten), respondents who attended Latino 
schools simply reported low academic standards by teachers (three out of ten).

 Low Expectations and Academic Tracking by Counselors

Respondents who attended diverse schools reported more instances of low expec-
tations by counselors regarding their intellectual ability than those who attended 
Latino schools (four out of ten and zero out of ten, respectively). This may be 
because those who attended diverse schools could compare their negative treat-
ment to that of non-Latino students. Namely, respondents who attended diverse 
schools perceived that counselors questioned their academic ability when they 
wanted to enroll in rigorous courses such as Advanced Placement and hon-
ors. Eighteen-year-old Carmen, for example, reported that her Latina counselor 
expected her to receive mediocre grades and tracked her into non-college-prepara-
tory courses because of her Mexican ancestry.

My counselor never let me go beyond average. I bring home a C and my mother would 
say that a C is bad and the counselor would say that a C is good. My mom would say [to 
my counselor], “No. I don’t want her to get a C. I want her to get help. What does she 
need?” And the counselor would say, “No, no, that’s fine, there are kids out there that are 
worse.” My mom would say, “I don’t care. I want my daughter to do better.” My counselor 
knew that I was better than a D and an F, but a C was okay.

Carmen also perceived that her counselor facilitated certain opportunities for 
Asian students and not Latino students. While her counselor offered Advanced 
Placement courses to her Asian friends in school, Carmen was never offered those 
same courses. Furthermore, Carmen’s account exemplifies the competing mes-
sages that students can receive from their parents and educators. While her mother 
advocated for Carmen to obtain extra assistance in school, her counselor affirmed 
that performing at an average academic level was acceptable. Because of her coun-
selor’s advice, Carmen only enrolled in courses that satisfied high school gradu-
ation requirements. Therefore, the average expectations of her counselor may 
have thwarted Carmen from satisfying 4-year college admissions requirements. 
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Similarly, many respondents who attended diverse schools perceived that their 
counselors’ low expectations for Latino students filtered them into non-college 
preparatory courses. In contrast, among those who attended Latino schools, low 
expectations by counselors in the form of questioning students’ intellectual abil-
ity when they wanted to enroll in more rigorous courses was not as evident (see 
Table 2).

An equal proportion of respondents who attended diverse and Latino schools 
reported that they did not apply to 4-year colleges because their counselors pro-
vided lackluster college guidance or modest motivation to pursue higher education 
(four out of ten for both). Janelle, a 19-year-old who attended a diverse school, 
explained that she did not satisfy admissions requirements for the California State 
University or University of California campuses since her Asian American counse-
lor simply advised her to attend community college.

I knew that I didn’t have the chance to go to a 4-year because I didn’t have the Spanish 
and Math requirements. I figured that I should start here [at community college] and then 
transfer somewhere later. [Did your counselor ever recommend that you go to summer 
school or how to make-up those classes?] No, she said that I was on the right track for 
community college. She never really pushed me to go to a 4-year college. She just said, 
“You’ll do fine in community college.”

Janelle also reported that her counselor encouraged her to take Regional 
Occupational Program classes, which are nonacademic classes for low-tracked 
students, over A–G courses that fulfilled California requirements for 4-year col-
lege admissions. Although Janelle’s school offered extensive A–G courses, she 
was placed in courses for low-tracked students. Additionally, Janelle perceived 
that her counselor only offered positive reinforcement about attending com-
munity college because she was not deserving of 4-year colleges. Respondents 
who attended diverse and Latino schools reported similar messages that their 
counselors did not push them to attend 4-year colleges due to their low expecta-
tions. While counselors may have been acting in line with their roles in direct-
ing average-performing students of working-class families to community colleges, 
respondents perceived their modest messages about college as negative treatment.

Participants also reported that their counselors did not advise them about col-
lege or the differences between 2 and 4-year colleges, which indicated lackluster 
college guidance (see Table 2). Twenty-year-old Roy stated, “The only thing coun-
selors cared about is making sure that you graduate. They were like, ‘you need 
this class to graduate and that’s it.’” Twenty-year-old Sonia explained, “They never 
really said anything. They never really said to go to community college or 4-year 
college as long as you continue your education.” Throughout high school, Roy and 
Sonia, who attended different Latino schools, met with their counselors at least 
once a year, but were never advised about college. Similar to Janelle who stressed 
that her counselor never “pushed” her to attend 4-year colleges, Roy and Sonia 
were never explicitly encouraged to attend 4-year colleges. These accounts further 
exemplify how respondents perceived that their counselors diverted them from 
attending 4-year colleges. Other participants who attended diverse and Latino 
schools similarly perceived that their counselors’ modest motivation of students to 
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continue their education after high school did not prompt them to attend 4-year 
colleges.

In all, the messages that Mexican Americans received in high school regard-
ing their intellectual abilities show that they perceived low expectations by educa-
tors as barriers in their pursuit of higher education. While most respondents (35 
of 41) reported negative treatment by educators, the absence or presence of non-
Latino students shaped how they perceived negative treatment. Namely, Mexican 
Americans who attended diverse schools were more likely to report low expec-
tations by teachers and counselors since they could compare their negative treat-
ment to that of non-Latino students (see Table 2). In contrast, Mexican Americans 
who attended Latino schools did not have non-Latino students with whom to com-
pare their perceived negative treatment and therefore were more likely to report 
instances of low expectations by counselors. Additionally, the comparison of edu-
cator messages at diverse and Latino schools indicates that Mexican Americans 
are held to the same low academic standards. Consequently, the low expectations 
that Mexican Americans faced in high school, whether diverse or Latino in student 
composition, may have limited their postsecondary options and diverted them to 
the community college system.

 Discussion

This study examined how generational status shapes the parental narratives and 
high school experiences of Mexican Americans. My findings show that second- 
and third-generation respondents received encouraging parental messages to pur-
sue higher education. Furthermore, most participants (regardless of generational 
status) perceived low expectations by educators in high school, whether they 
attended a diverse or Latino school. Therefore, I argue that educator messages are 
equally or more important than parental narratives in shaping Mexican American 
educational incorporation. My findings support a longer line of research calling 
attention to the importance of educators and their significant influence over stu-
dents’ educational trajectories (Conchas, 2006; Ochoa, 2013; Stanton-Salazar, 
2001; Telles & Ortiz, 2008; Valenzuela, 1999).

Scholars posit that the leveling of educational progress for Mexican Americans 
is attributable to generational differences in parental narratives. While the second 
generation is advantaged by their parents’ immigration narrative (Kao & Tienda, 
1995; Smith, 2006), the third generation is disadvantaged by their parents’ blocked 
opportunities narrative (Gibson & Ogbu, 1991). In contrast, I show that while the 
content of parental narratives differed by generational status, the effect of parental 
narratives for members of the second and third generation was similar—they were 
equally motivated to pursue higher education. Both second- and third-generation 
participants stressed their parents’ unfavorable economic conditions in the United 
States as educational motivation, yet the third generation also emphasized the need 
to challenge negative Mexican stereotypes. Since the effect of parental narratives 
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for members of the second and third generation was similar, I argue that parental 
narratives alone inadequately account for educational stagnation among Mexican 
Americans.

Scant research has qualitatively compared the content and effect of paren-
tal narratives for the second and third generation. Racial socialization research 
suggests that Latino parents may educate their children about membership in a 
lower-status group within the American racial hierarchy as a means to facilitate 
their educational attainment (Hughes, 2003; Huynh & Fuligni, 2008). My findings 
contribute to research on Mexican-origin racial socialization. I find that both sec-
ond- and third-generation participants stressed their parents’ unfavorable economic 
conditions in the United States as educational motivation, yet the third generation 
also stressed the need to challenge negative Mexican stereotypes. Since parental 
narratives on racial stereotypes were not as evident for the second generation, I 
show that racial socialization was more prevalent among the third generation 
than the second generation. For third-generation participants, racial socialization 
underscored succeeding in school to evade the same negative labor market experi-
ences of their U.S.-born parents and to challenge negative Mexican stereotypes. 
Consequently, members of the third generation emphasized pursuing college to 
overcome negative stereotypes regarding the low educational status of Mexican 
Americans.

For parental narratives, my findings also indicate that perspectives on racial 
membership in the United States may shift across generations, which affects racial 
socialization. As some Mexican American parents may perceive that they will 
never be accepted as “Whites,” especially relative to Mexican immigrant parents, 
they may come to see their status as racialized minorities and find it important to 
educate their children about racial inequality. Among Mexican American parents, 
racial socialization conveys that achieving upward mobility is possible by suc-
ceeding in school, despite the racial inequalities that their third-generation chil-
dren may experience.

Scholars debate the extent to which generational differences matter in how 
Mexican Americans respond to negative school conditions. Some propose that the 
second generation may more effectively mobilize ethnicity to escape the poten-
tial disadvantages in schools (Gibson & Ogbu, 1991; Matute-Bianchi, 1986). 
However, others find that Mexican Americans, regardless of generational sta-
tus, are negatively affected by racialized school practices (Telles & Ortiz, 2008; 
Valenzuela, 1999). My findings support research which shows that the racialized 
treatment of Mexican Americans in school leads to their low educational attain-
ment. Notably, I find no generational differences in how Mexican Americans per-
ceived and responded to their racialized treatment in high school. Furthermore, 
my findings substantiate the significance of educators’ low expectations as evi-
dence of racialized treatment toward Mexican Americans. Namely, educator mes-
sages regarding respondents’ academic ability and worth negatively affected their 
academic engagement or whether they enrolled in college preparatory courses. 
Respondents also relied on school information to successfully transition to 4-year 
colleges, yet they perceived that schools failed to provide those college resources. 
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Therefore, I argue that racialized educator messages may be a key factor in 
explaining educational stagnation among Mexican Americans.

Studies comparing the racialized treatment of Mexican Americans in diverse 
and Latino schools remain scant. In diverse schools, scholars document how 
Mexican Americans are held to lower expectations compared to Asians and Whites 
(Conchas, 2006; Ochoa, 2013). In Latino schools, research demonstrates that cul-
tural-deficit assumptions on the part of educators impede the academic achieve-
ment of Mexican American youth (Valenzuela, 1999). Unlike previous studies, 
my findings speak to the Mexican American experience at both diverse and Latino 
schools. Notably, I find that Mexican Americans confronted racialized treatment 
and were exposed to low expectations at both diverse and Latino schools. Mexican 
Americans in diverse schools were more likely to perceive lower expectations by 
educators, as they compared their negative treatment to that of Asian and White 
students. In contrast, Mexican Americans in Latino schools did not have non-
Latino students with whom to compare their negative treatment and therefore 
were more likely to simply perceive low expectations by educators. Additionally, 
students from diverse schools perceived more negative treatment than those from 
Latino schools.

Sixty years after Brown (1954), the role of student racial composition in 
Latino school conditions remains in question, in terms of whether segregated or 
integrated schools have positive or negative effects on Latino students’ schooling 
(Goldsmith, 2004, 2009; Orfield & Ee, 2014). Nonetheless, the message—unequal 
school conditions for minority youth relative to White youth—behind the Brown 
decision remains relevant for Mexican Americans. My findings demonstrate that 
Mexican Americans confronted low expectations whether they attended diverse 
or Latino institutions. Since the content of educator messages was similar at 
diverse and Latino schools, my findings suggest that dominant racial stereotypes, 
depicting Mexican Americans as less capable than Asians and Whites, are repro-
duced within schools. Therefore, racial stereotyping in the form of educators’ low 
expectations may widen unequal school opportunities for Mexican Americans 
and Latinos at large, especially relative to their Asian and White counterparts 
(Goldsmith, 2004, 2009; Ochoa, 2013).

 Limitations and Future Research

A remaining critical question is whether the content and effect of parental and 
educator messages among Mexican American community college students differ 
from those directed at students who did not graduate from high school, graduated 
from high school but did not attend college, or attended a 4-year college. Since 
community college students in the present study are somewhat selective com-
pared to the many Mexican Americans who do not pursue higher education, it is 
imperative to examine the degree to which the content of parental and educator 
messages affects the educational experiences of Mexican Americans with different 
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educational trajectories. This is key in specifying whether (1) parental or educator 
messages have more or less influence on the educational trajectories of Mexican 
Americans and (2) whether the racialized content and effect of educator mes-
sages substantiate a larger process of racialization for Mexican Americans in high 
school.

It is equally important that future research on educational stagnation among 
Mexican Americans compares how various demographic characteristics (e.g., 
gender, class, and phenotype) shape the content and effect of parental and edu-
cator messages. A comparative methodological approach will further inform how 
within-group differences among U.S.-born, Mexican-origin youth shape their 
educational attainment. Furthermore, interviews asked participants to address the 
significant influences from their family and school contexts that shaped their high 
school and college trajectories in retrospect. Subsequent research should examine 
the content and effect of parental and educator messages as Mexican Americans 
transition from high school to college. Additionally, since the interview sam-
ple was limited to the East Los Angeles Metropolitan Area, quantitative research 
should further explore the basis of educational stagnation by examining the fre-
quency and types of educational messages among a larger sample of Mexican 
Americans.

Lastly, my findings indicate that schools with a diverse teaching staff, rather 
than student body, may reduce the reproduction of racial stereotypes in schools 
and thus better serve Mexican American/Latino students. Future research should 
compare how the racial composition of educators and students in high school 
influences the educational environment and trajectories of Latino youth. This is 
critical in specifying the school practices by which racial stereotypes are repro-
duced or challenged in the school system.

 Conclusion

I have shown that generational differences in parental narratives inadequately 
account for educational stagnation among Mexican Americans. Furthermore, 
my findings substantiate the importance of racialized educator messages in high 
school that negatively affect Mexican Americans’ educational experiences and 
trajectories. Therefore, I argue that educator messages are equally as or more 
important than parental narratives in shaping Mexican American educational 
incorporation. Given these findings, the present study has contributions for both 
assimilation and school segregation research. Since low expectations by educators 
exacerbated educational stagnation, assimilation research should be more attentive 
to how the schooling context shapes the educational incorporation of various racial 
and ethnic groups. Moreover, low expectations by educators signal the reproduc-
tion of the racial hierarchy in schools. School segregation research should further 
consider how racial discrimination and stereotyping operate in segregated and 
integrated schools, which in turn, may widen unequal school opportunities.
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In her groundbreaking historiography of African American families who partici-
pated in the historic “Great Migration”—or the purposeful exodus of Black people 
from their homes in southern cities and towns to northern and western cities such 
as Chicago, Detroit, Milwaukee, Newark, New York, Philadelphia, Los Angeles, 
and Oakland—Wilkerson posits

The people did not cross turnstiles of customs at Ellis Island. They were already citizens 
[our emphasis]. But where they came from, they were not treated as such (Wilkerson, 
2010, p. 10).

Like immigrant families from outside the United States, millions of African 
Americans in the early part of the twentieth century began moving from the south 
to the north (Drake & Cayton, 1993). The U.S. Census Bureau noted that between 
1910 and 1940, the Great Migration resulted in nearly 2 million Blacks leaving 
the south in search of opportunities. During the Great Migration, Blacks strategi-
cally and purposefully sought more security and a new way of living for them-
selves and their children. After the First World War and continuing throughout 
the 1970s, these families clung to dreams of owning property and more robust 
employment opportunities in a new land. Today, a new—yet smaller—migration 
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is taking place for similar reasons. Big cities, like Chicago, Illinois that African 
American families once coveted as greener pastures during the Great Migration 
are now losing African American families—or fragments of families—to smaller 
cities like Madison, Wisconsin in search of safer neighborhoods, better jobs, and 
access to quality education for their children. These families are finding that this 
new environment does not always yield what they hoped, and this is especially 
true in the area of education. In the mid-1990s, Madison was considered “The 
New Promised Land” for many African Americans who migrated from Chicago 
(Mills, 1995); however, recent U.S. Census Bureau data demonstrates that people 
are leaving Madison and returning to Chicago for reasons that have not been well 
documented (Milewski, 2014).

As we reflect on the 60th anniversary of the historic Brown versus Board of 
Education ruling and consider the progress made in eliminating racial barriers, our 
ideas are informed by our phenomenological case study exploring the trajectories 
of working class and working poor African American families and youth partici-
pants in two community organizations who are part of the new migration from cit-
ies like Milwaukee and Chicago to Madison, Wisconsin, which boasts better 
public schools, more green spaces, less crime, and progressive politics. The pur-
pose of this study is to understand how working class and working poor African 
American parents and youth from Chicago who moved to Madison, Wisconsin 
experience racial disparities—with particular attention to school discipline poli-
cies—in their new environment. Our objective is to understand the points of con-
vergence as well as the tension between participants’ expectations of their new city 
and the realities they experienced with specific focus on education and school dis-
cipline policies. These families relocated to Madison hoping to access a better 
education system, obtain quality employment, and live in safer communities. 
Using participant observation and qualitative interviews with members in a coali-
tion of working class African American mothers and grandmothers, Making Our 
Mark (MOM), and a youth-centered collective of teenage males, The BOND,1 we 
seek to understand the dreams and hopes participants carried from larger cities and 
the realities they experienced in their new environment. Our study is guided by the 
following questions:

•	 What are the experiences of African American working class families who 
migrate from large urban cities to small cities?

•	 In what ways do their experiences converge with and differ from their initial 
expectations?

•	 How do these new migrants navigate racial disparities in schools with particular 
attention to discipline policies?

We chose to focus on Madison, Wisconsin because we believe that much of the 
focus in education research can be “urbancentric”—that is, there is a great amount 
of attention on racial disparities in large cities, especially when considering school 

1“MOM” and the “BOND” are pseudonyms.
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reform (Calloway, 2014). However, racial disparities in nonurban communities 
can be equally as staggering as those found in large cities (Wisconsin Council on 
Children and Families, 2013). Such disparities can be found in education, criminal 
justice, healthcare, and the workforce. Yet, some African American families con-
tinue to receive messages that some smaller and seemingly quieter cities may yield 
more opportunities for their families. Like the men and women in Wilkerson’s 
study, participants in this study also left neighborhoods and schools that were 
intensely policed and fraught with violence. However, they encountered symbolic 
violence in their new environment and in schools. And like families who partook 
in the Great Migration, the families in our study were presumably “already citi-
zens” even though the treatment they received from whence they came and where 
they settled often told them otherwise. Citizenship was tenuous even in their new 
environment.

African American families in our study may not have endured the brunt of south-
ern Jim Crow laws, but their lives have become entangled in what Alexander (2010) 
refers to as the “New Jim Crow.” According to Alexander, mass incarceration in the 
United States has created a caste system in which African American males, in par-
ticular, are unable to participate as democratic citizens due to loss of rights from 
felony convictions resulting in probation, incarceration, and isolation. The culture of 
mass incarceration has seeped into public schools and into the lives of families in 
this study—families whose members are often viewed as potential public enemies 
(Kim, Losen, & Hewitt, 2010; Laura, 2014; Losen & Skiba, 2010; Meiners, 2007; 
Meiners & Winn, 2011; Nocella, Parmar & Stovall, 2014; Rios, 2011; Skiba, 
Michael, Nardo, & Peterson, 2002). This has been especially true for Black and 
Latino boys whose struggles in American public schools are well documented in 
education research (Fergus, Noguera, & Martin, 2014; Howard, 2013; Kunjufu, 
1985; Noguera, 2009). Zero-tolerance policies, or policies “that may be accelerat-
ing student contact with law enforcement,” have led to disproportionate numbers of 
African American, Latino, and Indigenous youth being pushed out of schools and 
communities (Skiba, 2014, p. 27). Participants in our study believed that they were 
removing their children and grandchildren from miseducation in the Chicago area 
public schools and neighborhood violence into a place where they might be viewed 
through a new lens of possibility. However, participants in our study are finding 
themselves enmeshed in the maze of zero-tolerance policies in a self-professed lib-
eral and progressive city that is unsure how to be gracious to its new neighbors.

Ultimately, we argue that while progress has been made in eliminating racial 
barriers and expanding racial equality through education since the historic Brown 
vs. Board of Education ruling, much of the progress has been undermined by the 
systematic policing of Black and Latino families in schools and communities.

As equity-oriented scholars, we wish to move away from “damage centered” 
research that often omits stories of resilience and the success of working class 
and working poor communities (Tuck, 2009). Using a cultural-historical activity 
theory framework (CHAT), we seek to historicize (Gutierrez, 2008) and humanize 
(Paris & Winn, 2013) the lives of our participants by acknowledging and privileg-
ing the history of migration for African Americans as well as the ways in which 
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African Americans have continuously struggled to be viewed as citizens in the 
context of the United States. CHAT invites theory to be practiced by “situating 
theory in the present, sociopolitical, and cultural-historical contexts” (Stetsenko, 
2014). CHAT, along with a “humanizing” approach to qualitative inquiry (Paris, 
2011; Paris & Winn, 2013), guides our phenomenological case study methodology 
to seek out the agentive acts of African American working class and working poor 
communities including their desire to seek out coalitions that help them navigate 
racial disparities that impact their lives in schools and in out-of-school contexts.

 Methods

 Sites

We chose two neighborhood organizations in Madison, Wisconsin, in a  working 
class and working poor community that is primarily African American. These 
organizations meet in community rooms in members’ apartment complexes. 
Participants in both organizations are African Americans who have relocated or 
migrated from large cities—primarily Chicago—to Madison. The first working 
group, MOM, is a coalition of mothers and grandmothers who gather to discuss 
issues around housing and more recently healthcare; however, their conversations 
started to focus on the education of their children and grandchildren as well as 
their experiences navigating tensions for these young people and learning how to 
advocate on their behalf. The BOND is a collective of African American boys ages 
14–18 who meet to discuss a range of topics from politics, history, and popular 
culture. In addition to meeting in the apartment complex community room, they 
have “field trips” throughout the city. Our interest in understanding how African 
Americans experience migration from large urban cities to small cities, along with 
recent policy reports on racial disparities in the state of Wisconsin—and Madison 
in particular—prompted our scholarly inquiry. Wisconsin ranked last (50th) in the 
United States for the well-being of African American children on indicators rang-
ing from educational access to home life, in comparison to being ranked #10 for 
white children (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2014). During the 2010–2011 aca-
demic year, only 50 % of Black high school students in Dane County—which 
houses Madison—graduated on time; 21 % of Black students were suspended from 
school compared to 2.3 % of the county’s White students; and Black juveniles 
(ages 10–17) were arrested at a rate of 6 times that of White juveniles.

 Participants

For the purpose of this study, we sought community nominations for parent per-
spectives. Lawrence T. Winn had access to community organizers because of his 
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research on racial disparities in Dane County that resulted in a published report. 
Ms. Love, Ms. Ruby, and Ms. Yvette, who define themselves as mothers/grand-
mothers, were consistently nominated as “pillars” in the community. Lawrence T. 
Winn became a participant observer in the BOND in February 2013 and for the 
purpose of this study, selected the two participants, Pryor and Chappelle, who at 
age 18 had the most years of experience in Madison public schools. Table 1 shows 
the complete list of the BOND participants, their ages, grade levels, and city of ori-
gin. All of the MOM participants’ children and grandchildren had been suspended 
at least once and all of the BOND participants had been suspended multiple times.

 Data Collection

Lawrence T. Winn was a participant observer in the BOND and collected field 
notes at the weekly meetings from February 2013–February 2014. Maisha T. Winn 
attended the BOND meetings quarterly and also collected field notes. Because 
Lawrence T. Winn had more of a rapport with the youth in the BOND, he con-
ducted qualitative interviews that were semi-structured with an open-ended proto-
col that invited narrative responses. All interviews were approximately 60 minutes 
in length and took place at community institutions or the community rooms in 
housing units. Maisha T. Winn attended MOM meetings and the both authors co-
facilitated interviews with MOM participants. Documentary sources such as the 
Madison Metropolitan School District (MMSD) Code of Student Conduct (2014) 
as well as the District’s Behavior Education Plan (approved in March 2014 with 
plans for implementation in September 2014) were collected and analyzed.

 Data Analysis

All interviews were transcribed and analyzed for “significant statements” (Creswell, 
2007; Moustakas, 1994). We used horizonalization to organize significant statements 

Table 1  The BOND Participants

Name Age Grade level City of origin

William 14 Middle School Chicago

Kevin 14 Middle School Chicago

Paul 14 High School Chicago

Cedric 15 High School Chicago

Chris 16 High School Chicago

Eddie 16 High School Chicago

Dave 16 High School Chicago

Pryor 18 High School Chicago

Chappelle 18 High School Chicago
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into themes. This process allowed us to generate a textual description of how partici-
pants experienced their lives in Madison with a specific focus on their transactions 
with schools and school discipline policies and practices. Additionally, we conducted 
a discourse analysis of the MMSD’s outgoing Code of Student Conduct and incom-
ing new Behavior Education Plan. More specifically, we used Gee’s (2011) build-
ing task questions such as “How is this piece of language being used to make things 
significant or not and in what ways?” (significance); “What sort of relationship or 
relationships is this piece of language seeking to enact with others (present or not)?” 
(relationships); and “What perspective of social goods is the piece of language com-
municating (i.e., what is being communicated as to what is taken to be ‘normal,’ 
‘right,’ ‘good,’ ‘correct,’ ‘proper,’ ‘appropriate,’ ‘valuable,’ ‘the way things are,’ ‘the 
way things ought to be…’) (politics)” (Gee, 2011, pp. 17–19).

 School Discipline Policies in Madison

Here, we take time to explicate current policies around school discipline in 
MMSD and juxtapose them with new policies that seek to dismantle the relation-
ship between schools and punishment. We offer this analysis because participants 
in our study experienced the frustration over how school discipline policies and 
practices have been mapped onto their voices and bodies. This is an effort to pro-
vide the context for how the lives of participants in our study often collided with 
schools.

On Monday, March 31, 2014, the MMSD Board approved the new superinten-
dent’s Behavior Education Plan (hereafter referred to as the BEP). The BEP will 
replace the “Classroom Code of Conduct and Student Conduct and Discipline 
Plan” (hereafter referred to as “The Code”). Prompted by data like the aforemen-
tioned reports on racial disparities in Dane County, the new Superintendent 
Jennifer Cheatham and her team sought to respond to zero-tolerance policies that 
disproportionately impacted African American children2. In The Code, 18 out of 
the 30 pages were devoted to “Behavior violations” organized from Level I to 
Level IV. Level I violations included “Behaviors that negatively affect the orderly 
operation of the learning environment,” while Level IV focused on “Behaviors that 
significantly endanger the health or safety of others, damage property or cause 
serious disruption.” For example, “throwing objects…or otherwise releasing any 
non-authorized object (including a snowball)” is considered a Level IV violation. 
Youth Court is also available in some of the schools to address offenses that take 
place beyond the school campus.

In an effort to respond to racial disparities in MMSD’s schools, the District 
instituted Positive Behavioral Interventions and Support (PBIS) before data col-
lection for this study. Restorative justice practices, which are alternative responses 

2The Code preceded Cheatham’s appointment.
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to harm in which those who were harmed and those who caused harm are brought 
together to engage in consensus building in how to respond in a way that keeps 
both parties engaged, present, and active, were also introduced and implemented 
as part of a grant that the district awarded the local YWCA that counts “eliminat-
ing racism” in addition to “empowering women” as part of its mission. Through 
the grant, the YWCA trained students and staff persons in restorative practices and 
peacemaking/keeping circles to resolve conflicts between students and students 
and teachers. These circles could be used for offenses that did not involve weapons 
or drugs in lieu of suspensions and other forms of isolation.

While the language and certainly the structure of The Code lacked the dis-
course of restoration, it did hint at MMSD’s efforts to begin including restora-
tive practices as evidenced by the section entitled “Instruction. Intervention. 
Consequence. Restoration.” Restorative practices were the last step in “conse-
quences” and, therefore, not always used as a way to disrupt in school and out-of-
school suspensions as much as they were used to re-engage youth who previously 
experienced removal and isolation. Restoration was nestled among “community 
service, making amends, actions to repair harm, mediation, circle/conference, 
youth court, fix it plan or restitution,” but quite possibly lost its potential by being 
one of the last steps. In the BEP, there is a strategic and purposeful movement to 
use a restorative discourse or a discourse that acknowledges racial disparities in 
discipline and punishment in schools and communities, and voices a desire for a 
scenario whereby all students have an opportunity to be civic actors (Winn, 2013). 
Ideally, a restorative discourse would be supported by pedagogical practices. A 
restorative discourse requires a purposeful effort to keep all children in classrooms 
and school communities as opposed to seeing suspensions as an initial response 
to harm. This is particularly important because much of the language in zero-tol-
erance, which was certainly evident in The Code, is up for interpretation. Studies 
show that when a violation reads that a student’s actions may “cause or seriously 
disrupt” learning, Black and Latino students’ actions are more likely to be viewed 
as disruptive (Gregory, Skiba, & Noguera, 2010; Kim et al., 2010; Losen & Skiba, 
2010; Meiners & Winn, 2011; Nocella, Parmar, & Stovall, 2014). Participants in 
our study, from whom you will hear in the next section—and the mothers/grand-
mothers in particular—always found the rationale for their children/grandchil-
dren’s suspensions to be ambiguous.

In the BEP, MMSD posits that this document is a “shift in philosophy and prac-
tice with respect to behavior and discipline…” that seeks to “focus on building 
student and staff skills and competencies.” Later, the BEP asserts it was “designed 
to reflect a district commitment to student equity” citing “disturbing data” in 
national reports about who gets disciplined, for what, how much, and what is at 
stake for children who disproportionately experience punishment (MMSD, 2014). 
The BEP highlights three key factors in the data the school district consulted: 
(1) African American students with “particular disabilities” were more likely 
to experience discipline; (2) Students who experience suspensions often repeat 
grades; and (3) Suspensions and expulsions are often precursors to entering the 
juvenile justice system. Language in The BEP is proactive with statements like  



252 L.T. Winn and M.T. Winn

“All students have the right to…”; “All parents/guardians have the right to…”; 
“All teachers/staff have the right to…”, while intervention and discipline live side 
by side with restorative circles offered during “intensive intervention” or “short 
term removal responses,” signaling the district’s desire to make restorative prac-
tices one of the first responses as opposed to the last. These shifts are timely, yet it 
remains to be seen if the change in language will inspire a change in disposition, 
classroom culture, and overall school culture (Winn, 2014a, b). In the next sec-
tions, we explore data from parents and youth about their experiences with school 
discipline under “The Code.”

 “All Our Kids Are Getting Suspended”: MOMS 
Navigating Schools

Ms. Love, Ms. Ruby, and Ms. Yvette organized working class and working poor 
African American mothers in their community informed by a model Ms. Love 
learned about at the U.S. Social Forum in Detroit in 2010. The organization, 
Making our Mark (MOM), first started discussing issues like problems with land-
lords and mold in apartments; however, during their gatherings the participants, 
according to Ms. Love, realized that “All our kids are getting suspended. Getting 
tickets. Getting diagnosed. I never heard of ‘bipolar’ until I moved to Madison.” 
During our interview with Ms. Love she described why she left Chicago: “I came 
[to Madison from Chicago] to bond with my grandchildren.” Her initial reaction 
to Madison was “It was like a little suburb,” and she found it “cleaner, quieter, and 
smaller” than life in Chicago. Like Ms. Love, Ms. Ruby was also recognized in 
the African American working class neighborhood they moved to as a person one 
could count on because of her ability to access resources and resolve problems. 
She moved to Madison seeking a more peaceful life after trying Evanston, Illinois 
first. Both of these mothers/grandmothers followed adult children to Madison and 
became their grandchildren’s advocates while their adult children worked long 
hours. Initially, Ms. Ruby was excited that her grandchildren would attend schools 
in Madison where the reputation for public education was very strong. According 
to Ms. Ruby,

[African Americans] are told that the school’s system is great: ‘It is such a great school 
system.’ It is better than some of the schools in Chicago or in Milwaukee—true enough, I 
am sure—but it is not that great that I can shout over it.

Ms. Yvette distinguished herself by describing her move from Chicago to Madison 
as, “I didn’t come here wanting.” Ms. Yvette had a home she inherited from her 
grandfather on the South side of Chicago; however, over time she witnessed the 
neighborhood deteriorating. In the late 1980s, Ms. Yvette’s mother moved to 
Madison from Chicago and she brought her children to visit their grandmother. 
Ms. Yvette recalled her children’s enthusiasm about Madison:
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I seen how [my kids] was able to play and it was nice. And it was on Moses Street.3 My 
kids said, ‘Mom, we should move here. We should move here.’ I didn’t move here until 
1999. Me and the kids and my sister and her kids…we stayed.

While Ms. Yvette was reluctant to leave her home in Chicago, she thought 
Madison was “a nice place to live because the apartments were more modern than 
the apartments in the city.” Ms. Yvette also thought Madison was esthetically more 
beautiful: “I seen how green the grass was here and it was like a whole total, dif-
ferent environment, and I decided to make that change.”

One of the first issues Ms. Love and Ms. Ruby encountered was that their chil-
dren and grandchildren were categorized as struggling learners in the context of 
their new school district. For example, Ms. Love posited that her daughter was 
“advanced” in Chicago schools prior to arriving in Madison and “never in trou-
ble.” However, when Ms. Love’s daughter entered Madison public schools in the 
fifth grade she kept getting sent to the “time-out” room. “That’s not a good place…
that’s not a place for my daughter,” Ms. Love asserted as she revisited her conversa-
tion with the elementary school principal. Ms. Love made the point that how she 
experienced her daughter at home and what the school told her about her daughter’s 
behavior were “two different stories.” Her daughter maintained that she was being 
held to a different standard than “other” children. Ms. Love explained to the princi-
pal: “My daughter sees how you treat other children…you checked her off without 
telling me about it.” Ms. Ruby faced similar issues in her grandchildren’s schools in 
Madison. She argued that suddenly the teachers and administrators were seemingly 
unaware as to how to build relationships with African American students:

Ms. Ruby: Now one of my grandsons had problems with his middle school; as a matter 
of fact a couple of my granddaughters had the same problems with the same principal…
It is like she does not know how to deal with us African Americans. It seems like she will 
give another person a break but not our kids. She will not give them a break because they 
should know better. And I do not understand that. If [Black children] should know better 
then why should [white children] not know better?

Unlike Ms. Love, Ms. Ruby asserted that the principal was possibly “racist.” 
Ms. Love never mentioned the words “racism” or “racist” at any point during her 
interview. She simply conveyed that she worked harder at trying to understand the 
school district’s practices so she could support her daughter. For example, Ms. 
Love could see that the school was determined to get her to seek out a psycholo-
gist for her daughter because they thought she had Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 
Disorder or ADHD:

Ms. Love: I said okay. We goin’ to do what you asked us to do…the principal said that 
when my daughter was in the fifth grade they saw AD or A-something.

Interviewer: ADHD?

Ms. Love: We tried them pills and they didn’t work. All they did was make her sleepy. We 
went to the doctor and there wasn’t anything wrong with her.

3Moses Street is a pseudonym for a street largely associated with working class and working 
poor African American and Latino families.
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Between the fifth and eighth grades, Ms. Love’s daughter was suspended twice 
for nonviolent- and nondrug-related incidents, and after the second suspension 
Ms. Love was informed that her daughter would be expelled. Ms. Love hypoth-
esized that the school had to rescind their decision to expel her daughter because 
their decision was not supported by any of the school district’s policies. She 
also expressed that she thought the school was surprised that she took the time 
to call the district office. The second key issue that MOM participants faced was 
the schools telling them their children and grandchildren had ADHD. While Ms. 
Yvette maintained that her children did well in the schools and had “caring” teach-
ers, she believed that “things changed” once her grandchildren entered the system:

Ms. Yvette: When my kids started the teachers were caring but now I have grandkids. One 
of my grandson[s] goes to one of the middle schools and it’s totally different. Like, for 
example, they wanted to expel him because of his behavior problem and they said only 
in one class he had problems. When my grandkids have problems at school it’s not just 
a parent meeting. It’s a parent and grandma meeting. I come. I get involved. The school 
calls me and I go. I went and had a meeting and I said, ‘Out of all the classes he has, why 
is it that this class he has a problem with?’ I asked my grandson, ‘What is it? You don’t 
like the teacher?’ ‘No, grandma,’ he said, ‘That’s not it. You can’t think in that class and 
the teacher don’t stop people from bothering you and the teacher tells you to deal with 
it…so I try to deal with it and then I get in trouble.’ I told the principal, ‘Is there any way 
you can give me a list of his classes and how many students are in those classes?’ Come 
to find out…that class had over 25 students and the teacher was new so I think that’s a 
lot of the reasons why it’s different from the days when I moved here, and the kids can’t 
function.

Ms. Yvette challenged the school by reaching out to the school district office. 
According to Ms. Yvette, once she reached out the school district office the prin-
cipal could “suddenly hear her” and invited her to talk about her grandson again. 
Together they worked out a plan of action that did not unfairly put the onus on her 
grandson who was being recommended for special education classes. Ms. Yvette 
made it a point to address what she viewed as an eagerness on behalf of the school 
system to recommend Ritalin. “And [an]other thing…here in Madison, they want 
to put the kids on Ritalin,” Ms. Yvette posited. “You know, if kids are not sitting 
down or if kids not minding you then they have a problem. You know? ADHD. 
But they don’t know a lot of kids can’t function with a lot of noise.” Racial dis-
parities in special education are well documented (Harry & Klingner, 2006); 
 additionally, there is data supporting the assertion that most children who experi-
ence suspensions, expulsions, and other forms of isolation are in special education 
(U.S. Department of Education, 2014). Ms. Ruby encountered similar dispositions 
at her grandchildren’s schools and theorized that the schools believed all African 
American children had ADHD: 

Ms. Ruby: When [my grandson] was in middle school, [the school] had a crazy way of 
dealing with things. You know [African American children] all have ADHD—so they 
think. I don’t think either of my grand kids have ADHD but that was what the school has 
diagnosed them as [having]. They would just let [my grandson] walk out [of] class if he 
felt overwhelmed or felt like he needed to take a walk he could just walk out of class and 
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take a walk. No! You don’t give him any other privileges than any other child. He is not 
special…and he is not learning. I don’t know if you are afraid of him or think he going to 
go off or what it is you know but treat him just like you treat everybody else.

The only time Ms. Love referenced racism or disparities was in her retelling of 
an incident that involved a white male student who hit her daughter with a foot-
ball. When her daughter retaliated, the school said she “damaged” him and it was 
a “Level IV offense” under the Code of Student Conduct. Ms. Love’s tactical goal, 
now that her daughter is 15 and in a high school, is to be present at the school 
(“I’m up at the school. I’m on my point”) and make unannounced visits. After 
fighting to get one of her grandsons in a “much better school” in the district, Ms. 
Ruby found herself in the same scenario as in his previous school. She was told 
that her grandson had ADHD and needed a formal diagnosis from a doctor. Again, 
her grandson was being disinvited from the classroom and encouraged to walk 
around to “get some air he needs” when what he really needed, according to Ms. 
Ruby, was to be in class learning like his peers. Ms. Ruby was gravely concerned 
that the schools promoted the practice of isolation and removal. In her two grand-
sons’ cases, teachers gave them the option to “take a walk,” which was equally as 
disruptive to their learning as an imposed dismissal by a teacher. Ms. Ruby started 
receiving more calls from the schools and her grandchildren were being suspended 
multiple times largely due to their “attitude”:

Ms. Ruby: [The suspensions are] always because of attitude or something he said or 
done… always. And to me it never makes sense whatever it is. The majority of time it 
never makes sense. And then when you go to them to ask them about it they can’t give 
you a reason that makes sense. They will show you something in [The Code] and will say, 
‘The discipline code says that.’ But it also says dot dot but you forgot to read the whole 
sentence. Okay? I can read and I will read. They don’t know how to talk to some of the 
parents I don’t think. They try to treat them inferior. I know that I am not inferior to any of 
them…They did not expect me to go to the school or they did not expect for me call them 
back. And then when I really got to know them and they found what capacity I was work-
ing in—Oh, that was really a shock. Oh, what I am I suppose to be doing? Because I am 
the grandmother I should be sitting at home fiddling my thumbs I guess.

Ms. Ruby was aware that the school could have possibly stereotyped her in vari-
ous ways; first, the school personnel seemed to be surprised that she was working 
in a leadership capacity as opposed to being a stay home grandmother “fiddling” 
her thumbs. Next, she felt the school personnel underestimated how far she 
would go to understand school policy. Referencing the outgoing Code of Student 
Conduct, Ms. Ruby found that teachers often referred parents—especially parents 
of African American children—to this document when their children were being 
punished for particular behaviors and that the mere referral to The Code would 
end the conversation. For Ms. Ruby, referencing school policies only started the 
conversation because not only did she read the policy, but also she interrogated 
the text and reminded teachers and administrators of their responsibilities. One 
of the prevailing issues with school discipline policies under the zero-tolerance 
regime is the arbitrariness of what is considered “disruptive” or who is considered 
disruptive.
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Many parents and guardians as well as the students themselves walk away 
from disciplinary hearings or punishments with the same feeling that Ms. Ruby 
encountered. Ms. Ruby took on her grandchildren’s education with great passion 
because she knew how hard and how much their parents were working and the 
sheer amount of phone time and meetings at the schools would result in missed 
wages. These mothers/grandmothers contrasted in that Ms. Love focused on how 
to navigate the system, while Ms. Ruby had ideas about how the schools could be 
strengthened.

When asked what suggestions she had for addressing the miscommunication 
between the schools and families, Ms. Ruby began to talk about the need for 
more African American teachers. According to Ms. Ruby, if the district had more 
African American teachers, there would be an opportunity for parents, guardians, 
and students to have allies at the school:

Ms. Ruby: I think there needs to be more African American teachers. Because hopefully 
they will [better] understand where a child is coming from than the teachers that they have 
now. [Some teachers] don’t think what the problem might be and [they] just judge and 
don’t know what [they] are judging or why…I just think [teachers] should understand 
the kids more…how to talk [to them]…how to treat them. They don’t even have African 
American history. How can you not have African American history? I don’t understand 
that. How are they suppose know where they came from?

In many ways, Ms. Ruby alluded to the thought that perhaps if there were more 
African American teachers she could rule out institutional racism and the targeting 
of African American children in schools for disciplinary and exclusionary prac-
tices. While Ms. Ruby critiqued the white teachers for treating African American 
children like “delicate flowers” who would wither if one pushed too much, she 
imagined African American teachers as being more sympathetic and investigative, 
as learning what may have been impacting students outside of school as well as in 
school, and as supporting students in moving forward. In what seemed like a brief 
moment of surrender, Ms. Ruby summarized the experience as “this is what they 
do here.” Ms. Ruby credited this new environment for her grandchildren’s learning 
(“They do learn”); speaking (“They talk better”); and calm disposition (“Their atti-
tude is different”). Ultimately, Ms. Ruby believed that some of the schools were 
better than many in large districts; however, she was not completely convinced. 
Ms. Yvette believed that both the community and the schools were equally respon-
sible for the problems and the solutions:

Ms. Yvette: Not only do the school system fail but some of our parents fail their kids. 
As far as the school system, they need to break down the classroom size and bring more 
social services in the schools, have more one-on-ones, just don’t label no one. Have psy-
chotherapy. You know what I’m saying? When you take care of a child try to take care 
of every aspect to grab this child. You know what I’m saying? So until we have that…A 
child just don’t be born with problems! So until we grasp that, until we have teachers 
that care, until we have time to say, ‘I noticed you had an attitude this morning. Do you 
want to talk about it?’ How can you see a child coming into your class 6 or 7 months and 
you don’t see a difference? Until we start or until they put teachers in that care—and you 
should be able to identify what’s going on with your students—if they doing good in this 
class why are they not doing good in the other class? Grown ups need to intervene. And 
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a lot of white teachers don’t have time. They think that’s the kids’ dialect. No! You tell 
them, ‘Watch your mouth up in here.’ And get control of your classroom. These kids are 
out of control.

Similar to the other mothers, Ms. Yvette wanted teachers to be consistent with 
their expectations from both Black and white students. Ms. Yvette believed that 
the teachers should clarify these expectations while exhibiting an ethic of care. 
While working class and working poor parents are often characterized as not 
caring about what happens in schools or invisible when it comes to parent par-
ticipation, the mothers/grandmothers in MOM offer a different view of parent 
involvement and engagement. In the next section, we turn to the perspectives of 
Black youth who migrated with their families from Chicago to Madison, from the 
big city to the small city.

 “There’s Nothing Here for Us”: Youth Navigating Schools

BOND members Pryor and Chappelle both moved to Madison from Chicago and 
spoke candidly about their lives in Madison. Both boys were the only two BOND 
members who were bussed from their neighborhood to attend a high school in an 
affluent community that was a popular location for university faculty’s children to 
attend. Pryor agreed with most of his peers in The BOND and mothers in MOM 
that Madison was “safer” than Chicago:

Pryor: It is safer here but the police stay on you. The west side of Madison used to be a lot 
worse but I could still go outside and play. Not in Chicago. But in Chicago you get more 
love because there are more black teachers. Black teachers can relate to us. It seems like 
more opportunities out here but not really because they make it hard. You need an ID for 
everything. Blacks from Madison also act funny. Act like they don’t want us to be here.

The notion of safety for Pryor focused on explicit dangers such as gun violence 
and gang rivalry. However, embedded in his assessment was the notion that there 
were other significant changes such as lack of opportunities and the absence of 
Black teachers who could “relate” to Black students. Acknowledging Madison’s 
opportunities, Pryor asserted that identification was needed, signaling a particular 
kind of system that had to be navigated with social capital and preplanning. Youth 
could not merely walk into a center and expect to engage in activities. Pryor also 
experienced isolation from Blacks born and raised in Madison and believed that 
they did not want Blacks from Chicago in their city.

Chappelle had a slightly different perspective than Pryor; he argued that 
Madison was essentially the same as Chicago:

Chappelle: Nothing is different from Chicago. Same thing. Since Madison is smaller, it is 
easier to get into trouble. You get into trouble over the littlest thing. Chicago is way big-
ger. Chicago had more rec centers that stayed open later and open to all. You could hang 
out there and avoid trouble and messing around. Here you have to pay fees and get mem-
berships like at the YMCA.
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Both Pryor and Chappelle underscored the perks of big cities—more anonymity 
and more activities for youth around the clock. Again, the notion of membership 
was invoked in Chappelle’s interview. He argued that there were fewer options for 
himself and his peers, which often resulted in them “get[ting] into trouble for the 
littlest thing.” Chappelle echoed Pryor’s acknowledgement of Chicago teachers:

Chappelle: The schools in Chicago were better cause the teachers cared about us and treat 
us like kids. There were more black teachers…They taught us life skills. Black teachers in 
Chicago cared about us. They stayed on you and helped you along the way. They tell you 
when you are behind before it is too late and you can’t pass.

Contrary to the negative press Chicago Public School (CPS) teachers endured, 
the BOND members recalled their teachers and experiences in CPS with fond-
ness and—we would argue—longing. The need to inform a student “when you are 
behind before it is too late and you can’t pass” seemed obvious, but it was not 
Chappelle’s experience in his new city:

Chappelle: White teachers don’t care. They let you get behind. They don’t teach anything 
engaging or interesting. They want you to act like them.

Interviewer: What do you mean?

Chappelle: They want you to act white! Not me because I do me.

Interviewer: What about the black teachers in Madison?

Chappelle: There were no black teachers at Beacon High School4. Not even black janitors.

Reflective of America’s teaching force, Madison’s teaching force is largely 
white and female. In her seminal study of successful teachers of African American 
students, Ladson-Billings (1994) posits that teachers do not have to share students’ 
cultural and ethnic heritage to provide academically rigorous learning opportuni-
ties for students; however, they should practice culturally relevant pedagogical 
practices (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Most recently, Paris (2012) argues for culturally 
sustaining pedagogies to support the democratic engagement of multiethnic and 
multilingual youth in schools. Chappelle’s observation that his teachers in Chicago 
taught “life skills” mirrors historiographies of segregated schools in the south 
that served African American children. Siddle-Walker (1996) argues that African 
American teachers in segregated schools set high expectations for their students 
and it was these expectations that drove academic success in spite of being in sub-
standard facilities. Conversely, Chappelle saw his white teachers’ interests in him 
as being conditional because their primary concern, according to Chappelle, is that 
Black students act “like them” or “act white.” Chappelle’s declaration “I do me” 
was an affirmation of his self-worth as well as a challenge to the notion that he had 
to change the core of his identity in order to receive the education that he was enti-
tled to in American public schools.

We observed that the interview protocol asked about “experiences living 
in Madison,” and both Pryor and Chappelle started discussing schooling and 

4All school names are pseudonyms.
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education. When asked to discuss “problems Black youth face in Madison,” Pryor 
invoked school again. According to Pryor, the primary issues for himself and his 
peers were “nothing to do” and “police.” He continued his concern that Blacks 
who were established in Madison were ashamed of the Black youth from urban 
cities:

Pryor: A staff member at Beacon High School said, ‘You little black kids don’t learn-
we don’t want y’all here.’ We don’t act like them and I’m not trying to fit in like them. 
[Blacks who move here join] gangs because there ain’t nothing to do. We need something 
outside of the box beside basketball. Teach me how to build something. I like building, I 
want to learn construction work.

Pryor implied that Black youth were often confined to a monolithic vision of 
hoop dreams and if they had any place in the school it was on the basketball team; 
however, he had other desires. Sadly, joining gangs had become a pastime for 
some youth as it gave them “something to do.” During one of the BOND sessions, 
members were asked if they had experienced suspensions. All of the boys’ hands 
went up that evening and then they asked a barrage of questions: “Do you mean 
recently?” “You mean beginning in elementary school?” “This school year only?” 
Their questions blindsided the adult facilitators in the room because the nature of 
the follow-up questions indicated that not only had every boy around that table 
experienced suspension, but also they had been suspended multiple times. It was 
often difficult for them to explain why they were suspended because their actions 
were not straightforward offenses like drugs or weapons but instead involved 
speaking out of turn or being “disruptive” in class. Pryor was forthcoming about 
being suspended:

Pryor: I moved here in 6th grade. I was suspended from eighth grade about 24 times. I 
was suppose to go to the private school for high school but the teacher suspended me for 
nothing so I could not attend. There were no black teachers at Beacon. I was not learning 
nothing interesting or new. I learn more from the streets. The white kids were cool but 
they don’t know.

Chappelle argued that the monolithic depiction of Black youth as disruptive 
was visible in school and off campus:

Chappelle: [People in Madison] always think we are up to something no good. Most of 
the time they might be right but still they can’t stay on us for no reason. Also, there is 
nothing to do unless you get into trouble. Kids ride the bus for fun and get into trouble. 
Also discrimination. Whites don’t want us here. Like, my first day in Madison a white 
man said you are from Chicago uh? The way he said it and for him to say it was not cool. 
They don’t want us here in Madison.

Like Pryor, Chappelle also felt as if Black youth were expected to change their 
personality and behavior in order for them to be considered citizens. Chappelle 
posited that Black youth from Madison had been taught “their” ways, or White 
ways, which helped them fit in more and, from his vantage point, secured their 
citizenship:
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Chappelle: If you don’t act like them you can’t succeed in school.

Interviewer: Who are them?

Chappelle: White people. Black kids raised here are taught their ways. So they alright.

Chappelle did eventually get the Black teacher he hoped for in “night school”; 
since he was not on track for graduation, he had to enroll in an alternative 
program:

Chappelle: I am taking night classes. Now I have a Black teacher. Why now?
Why night school I get a Black teacher?

Interviewer: What is he/she like?

Chappelle: I like her because she is teaching me interesting things like street law. That 
makes it interesting. It’s real life.

While the struggle for the youth looks different from the struggle for the par-
ents, grandparents, and guardians, Pryor and Chappelle provide evidence that it 
can be complicated—at best—for migrant youth to negotiate their learning experi-
ences. These youth feel the push and pull of being in a place that does not have the 
same kind of life-threatening dangers, yet they do not feel safe in the very place 
that is supposed to treat them with equity and an ethic of care that should not be 
reserved for particular kinds of youth. Safety in this context is debatable, as is who 
gets counted as worthy of being protected.

 Community Youth Organizations: Creating Opportunities 
for Suspended Youth

When schools “push out” youth—either by suspension policies or teaching cur-
riculum that is not “engaging or interesting”—community-based youth organi-
zations often provide safe places for youth to be productive (Baldridge, Hill, & 
Davis, 2011). The BOND is an example of one of these community-based youth 
organizations that help Black youth who migrated to Madison and encountered 
challenges in the schools navigate their new city. The BOND is one of the few 
places where the youth can voice their opinions, participate in workshops, col-
laborate on projects, and learn their civil and legal rights. On any given session, 
fifteen to twenty youth along with several adult mentors discuss topics such as 
“Money or Power?” “Black Youth and the Police,” “Being Wealthy and Being 
Rich,” “The word Nigger and Nigga,” “Why aren’t there any Black teachers?” 
“Education and Careers,” and “Allen Iverson or Derrick Rose?” Although many of 
the youth access much of their information through social media and the Internet 
because schools “don’t teach anything engaging or interesting” (Chappelle) and 
“don’t have any black teachers who can relate” (Pryor), the majority of the youth 
sense a disconnection from the rest of “mainstream” society. As suggested by 
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Pryor that “it seems like more opportunities out here but not really because they 
make it hard…you need an ID for everything,” BOND members are aware of the 
limitations to resources and opportunities. Many of the opportunities (internships, 
mentoring professionals, cultural activities, etc.) afforded to youth in neighbor-
ing communities—often white and middle class—are not made available or easily 
accessible to Black youth such as the members of The BOND. This lack of oppor-
tunities leads to a racial gap in social capital for black youth—in particular, those 
who live in isolated communities and are suspended from school.

In February 2014, The BOND conducted a survey to learn more about its 
youths’ educational and career aspirations. The survey categories included com-
munity, relationships, education and careers, leadership, and cultural activities. 
Seventeen youth filled out the survey. The findings show that there is an opportu-
nity and exposure gap for Black youth. For example, when asked whether “I have 
personally met and learned about the work of the following: doctor, lawyer, or 
scientist,” survey respondents revealed that 4 out of 17 participants have met and 
learned about the work of a doctor; 3 out of 17 participants have met and learned 
about the work of a lawyer; and 0 out of 17 participants have met and learned 
about the work of a scientist. Chappelle said that the only reason he met a lawyer 
was because he “had to go downtown to juvey [juvenile justice center].” Many of 
the youth said that they never met a black lawyer, doctor, or scientist. When asked 
the question of whether they attended or visited an educational or cultural space 
outside of their community in the past year, survey respondents revealed that 0 out 
of 17 youth attended a live performance; 2 out of 17 youth visited a museum; 6 
out of 17 youth visited the library; 2 out of 17 youth visited an art gallery exhibit; 
and 4 out of 17 youth toured a university. What is striking about this data is that 
only 4 of the 17 youth visited a university when the University of Wisconsin, 
Madison is less than 5 miles and 10 minutes from the location of the BOND meet-
ings and where many of the youth reside.

The BOND has used this data to increase opportunities for its youth and to 
expose the youth to cultural activities, educational programs, and professionals 
outside of their community. With a grant from the City of Madison’s Emerging 
Opportunities Program, lawyers, professors, and scientists have led workshops, 
and the youth have attended live performances, visited the public library, and 
toured the University of Wisconsin, Madison several times. During one recent trip 
to the UW, Madison, Chappelle and Pryor attended a seminar featuring one of the 
leading scholars in urban education. Faculty, graduate students, and local teach-
ers participated in the discussion. Throughout the seminar, the featured scholar 
asked Pryor and Chappelle for their opinions about teacher instruction, suspension 
policies, and classroom learning environments. After the seminar, Pryor said “If 
I had a teacher like him, I would love school.” Chappelle responded “Man, that 
was fun.” This was Chappelle and Pryor’s fourth time on campus in the past six 
months. The BOND is teaching its youth strategies to navigate spaces of “white-
ness” and to “decode the system” (Stanton-Salazar, 1997) in a liberal and progres-
sive city and introducing them to spaces where social capital is exchanged.
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 Discussion

So what do these stories from working class African American families who 
migrated from one large city to a small city tell us about their hopes, dreams, 
experiences, and discoveries? And how can we use these stories to think about 
revisiting school discipline policies and practices that continue to isolate particular 
youth? What can we learn from these lived experiences that can help us achieve 
the equality for all students that was intended in the Brown v. Board of Education 
historic ruling? In these stories are themes of desire—not a static notion of desire 
but one that is fluid and liberating. As Tuck (2010) offers, desire can be “smart” 
and “agentive.” From the mothers’/grandmothers’ perspectives, this new migra-
tion for working class African American families was a strategic effort to access 
high-quality education for their children and grandchildren and high quality of 
life. Ms. Love, Ms. Ruby, and Ms. Yvette imagined their roles as supporting their 
adult children in their parenting efforts. However, as Ms. Love, Ms. Ruby, and Ms. 
Yvette became increasingly involved with the schools and experienced racial dis-
parities in discipline policies and practices, they were motivated to find ways to 
reclaim the rights of Black children in school contexts. As they collected their own 
data, they became more critical of the policies and their new city that was origi-
nally characterized as having the best of everything and definitely being “better 
than” Chicago. Ms. Love, Ms. Ruby, and Ms. Yvette asserted their citizenship and 
their rights as parents, grandparents, and community organizers. Ms. Love, Ms. 
Ruby, and Ms. Yvette dismantle stereotypes about African American parents—and 
single parenting in particular—and their reported stories demonstrate involvement 
in the schools and a keen interest in the academic experiences of their children and 
grandchildren. However, there is a mismatch in values and expectations that is vast 
and not easily bridged. One of the recurring tensions was that mothers/grandmoth-
ers did not want their children/grandchildren taking walks, getting fresh air, or 
missing classroom instruction. They viewed this as a form of isolation and implicit 
bias against their students.

Pryor and Chappelle detailed this mismatch in their narratives of their lives in 
schools and beyond. As consummate outsiders they felt their options and oppor-
tunities were limited. They could either be like their White teachers, and Black 
students who received a stamp of approval from White teachers, or live in a mono-
lithic box of what it meant to be Black as well as what it meant to be an outsider 
from the big city. We wish to underscore that Pryor and Chappelle did not view 
education or being educated as synonymous with whiteness; they are Black youth 
who wanted to be themselves and be viewed as worthy citizens in their schools 
and communities. They did, however, feel that in order to receive the education 
they needed to be successful, they would have to take on personalities, disposi-
tions, and practices that they believed to be “white.” To be sure, when both Pryor 
and Chappelle were asked, “What strategies, skills or resources are necessary to 
ensure that you or other African American youth have opportunities after high 
school?” Chappelle responded, “Be friendly. Fit in with the whites. You can’t 
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be you. [But] I will always be me. I am not going to fit in.” Pryor had a  similar 
response: “Be white. White is right. Be a good faker. They won’t accept you for 
who you are.” While these reflections can be characterized as being resistant to 
school and education, we posit that these youth are identifying tensions that are 
evident in the well-documented experiences of minoritized youth in American 
public schools.

These youth and their families are negotiating past and present realities in their 
new environment. By moving from a big city to a small city environment, partici-
pants engaging in this new migration held the belief they would find better homes, 
schools, and quieter lives. While participants in our study did feel safer from the 
threat of physical violence, they had not imagined the struggle that would ensue 
in the education system that presented a symbolic violence in the form of suspen-
sions, expulsions, and other forms of isolation. In a progressive move, MMSD is 
responding to local and national racial disparities in school discipline policies and 
practices in their implementation of the aforementioned Behavior Education Plan 
(BEP). The BEP requires teachers to keep students in the classroom for incidents 
that in the past were addressed with referrals and sending students out. In the BEP, 
restorative practices will be implemented early and often, including restorative 
conversations that will make an effort to reach youth prior to tensions rising or 
acts of harm being committed. In American public schools, most of the students 
causing harm have actually been harmed by the infrastructure of schooling. It is 
possible that through restorative conversations—that is conversations that are 
focused on “why” particular choices were made, the context for the choices made, 
and next steps for accountability—youth, their families, teachers, and administra-
tors will actually take time to listen to each other.

West Oakland, California, and Alameda County have documented their use of 
restorative justice in schools and the ways in which they use this practice to resist 
zero-tolerance policies that have negatively impacted minoritized youth (Kidde 
& Alfred 2011; Sumner, Silverman, & Frampton 2010). A key factor in these two 
cases that can inform the work in Madison is the way schools in West Oakland 
and Alameda County utilize families in the process of supporting youth in being 
accountable for their actions and fostering a desire to be a part of the classroom 
and school communities. A case study in Cole Middle School in West Oakland 
found that suspension declined by 87 % with the implementation of restorative jus-
tice practices. This case study, which included participant observation, open-ended 
interviews, a questionnaire, and data from the Oakland Unified School District, 
found that “school-based restorative justice” should be “grounded in the norms, 
values, and culture of the students, school, and community” (Sumner et al. 2010,  
p. 3). Parents and guardians in this study indicated that they were made aware of 
concerns with their children early in the process, thus giving families an opportunity 
to create a community response that supported students. In Alameda County, a col-
lective of stakeholders including their School Health Services (SHS) and a nonprofit 
organization, Restorative Justice for Oakland Youth (RJOY), partnered in creat-
ing a guide for educators working with youth in classrooms and outside of class-
rooms including “intervention circles”; “peer juries”; and “restorative conferencing” 
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(Kidde & Alfred, 2011, p. 13). In both studies, families are a key component of 
working with students to develop solutions and create a system of accountability.

Teacher education and teacher educators are essential to disrupting the short-
comings of policies after Brown v. Board of Education. Confronting racism 
and racial bias in responding to student behaviors is complicated work that has 
to be embedded in the training of future teachers. With so many policy changes 
in schools, teachers often feel as if one more task is being added to their full 
plates. In order to achieve equity for all students, teachers need support to do this 
work. Elsewhere, Winn argues for a “Restorative English Education” and ulti-
mately a “Restorative Teacher Education” (Winn, 2013). In a Restorative Teacher 
Education, pre-service teachers learn how to use their curricular powers to keep 
their students present, engaged, and willing participants in classroom communi-
ties. A Restorative Teacher Education invites teachers across content areas to inte-
grate restorative practices into their content area by selecting readings, required 
experiences, activities, and other culturally sustaining (Paris, 2012) practices that 
use students’ “funds of identity” (Esteban-Guitart & Moll, 2014) to foster a rig-
orous academic setting. In sum, teachers would leave their preparation programs 
with restorative dispositions or a mindset that sending students out for incidents 
that do not involve violence or drugs is not an option. Addressing this work in 
teacher preparation programs is a long-term solution that can take some of the 
pressure off school systems to find time for teachers to be trained.
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Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka brought to the national stage the long 
debated question about whether schools that were segregated by race could facili-
tate equal educational outcomes. In the course of studying the impact of segre-
gation and desegregation there have been numerous studies examining how 
the relationship between the socioeconomic and/or racial demographics of a 
school or community are related to student outcomes. Generally, these studies 
have found that all groups of students who attend more diverse schools are more 
likely to experience improved short-term and long-term academic outcomes—
e.g., improved test scores and grades across the curriculum, as well as improved 
graduation rates—as well as a host of other positive life outcomes (Mickelson & 
Nkomo, 2012). Additionally, racial segregation has a measurable negative impact 
on student achievement (Borman & Dowling, 2010). This chapter seeks to broaden 
the existing conversations about the diversity of schools, tying them with existing 
and new research on the extent to which socioeconomic and racial demograph-
ics—i.e., community contexts—are related to special education disproportionality. 
In so doing, it adds to the collective understanding of how socioeconomic and/or 
racial demographics may influence equitable student outcomes.

Disproportionality is a broadly ascribed term denoting the over- and under-
representation of culturally and linguistically diverse students (typically Black, 
Latino, and Native American) assigned to particular educational classifications or 
classroom placement types, or receiving particular educational services (National 
Education Association of the United States & National Association of School 
Psychologists, 2007). With respect to educational classification, students may 
experience disproportionality with respect to their group’s representation within 
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the overall population of students with disabilities, or within the population of stu-
dents classified by particular disability categories—most notably, judgmental cat-
egories of disability, which are identified subjectively and are generally assigned 
after students enroll in school (Donovan & Cross, 2002). These judgmental dis-
ability categories include emotional disturbance (ED), learning disability (LD 
or SLD), mental retardation or intellectual disabilities (MR or ID), other health 
impairments (OHI), and speech/language impairments (SLI). This particular study 
focuses its attention on the overrepresentation of Black students classified as stu-
dents with disabilities.

In a 2014 report, the U.S. Department of Education estimated that Black stu-
dents are more than 1.4 times more likely to be classified as disabled compared to 
non-Black students (U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special Education 
and Rehabilitative Services, Office of Special Education Programs, 2014). This, 
however, is not a new phenomenon. The overrepresentation of particular groups 
of students in special education has been part of the education literature for more 
than four decades. Beginning in 1968, Lloyd Dunn’s formative study “Special 
Education for the Mildly Retarded: Is Much of it Justifiable?” showed that Black 
students and students from low socioeconomic backgrounds were overrepre-
sented in special classes for children deemed to have mild mental retardation 
(Dunn, 1968). Since then, Dunn’s research has been corroborated and expanded 
upon by a multitude of studies involving a variety of research strategies and data 
sources, including national school datasets (compiled by the U.S. Department of 
Education’s Office of Civil Rights) (e.g., Donovan & Cross, 2002; Finn, 1982; 
Heller, Holtzman, & Messick, 1982). The scope and sum of research on dispropor-
tionality is indicative of the persistent and pervasive nature of this phenomenon.

Disproportionality continues to warrant scrutiny given the negative social and 
educational outcomes that may result from it and the deeply rooted educational 
disparities that appear to perpetuate it. Special education disproportionality is 
problematic both in terms of educational outcomes and equity perspectives. From 
an educational outcomes standpoint, research has shown that (1) special education 
services vary widely in their effectiveness at raising students’ academic achieve-
ment (Donovan & Cross, 2002; Fierros & Conroy, 2002; Gottlieb & Alter, 1994; 
Harry & Klingner, 2006); (2) special education classifications are often associ-
ated with enduring and negative stigmatization (Donovan & Cross, 2002; Gartner 
& Lipsky, 1999; Wagner, Newman, Cameto, Levine, & Marder, 2007); and (3) 
special education placements are effectively permanent classifications (Fierros & 
Conroy, 2002; Harry & Klingner, 2006). With respect to the effectiveness of spe-
cial education services, research on special education programs show, in some (but 
not all) instances, special education classifications result in little more than abil-
ity segregation, with minimal benefits for students who are excluded from general 
education. Students receiving special education services achieve only marginal (if 
any) gains in academic proficiency in their placements (Gottlieb & Alter, 1994) 
and experience limited access to a rigorous and full curriculum, reducing the like-
lihood of their eligibility for admissions to a post-secondary institution (Fierros & 
Conroy, 2002; Harry & Klingner, 2006), and resulting in diminished employment 
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opportunities over the course of their lifetimes (Donovan & Cross, 2002; Harry 
& Klingner, 2006). From a social-emotional perspective, students receiving spe-
cial education services typically have limited interaction with academically 
mainstreamed peers and face social stigmatization associated with being labeled 
intellectually, physically, or emotionally disabled (Donovan & Cross, 2002; 
Gartner & Lipsky, 1999). Moreover, students classified as disabled are more likely 
to report feelings of loneliness and to express concerns of being disliked by non-
classified students (Wagner et al., 2007). Programmatic ineffectiveness and social 
stigmatization are compounded by the fixedness of special education labels (Harry 
& Klingner, 2006). For students of color, these effects are even greater given 
that they are more likely to be placed in restrictive classroom environments that 
effectively isolate them from their peers in general education classrooms (Fierros 
& Conroy, 2002). Losen (2002) characterizes the harmful effects of racial imbal-
ances in special education as placing students of color in triple jeopardy—first in 
the increased likelihood of being misclassified as disabled, then in the greater like-
lihood of being placed in more restrictive settings, and finally in the higher odds of 
receiving poor quality services within those settings.

While the outcomes of special education placements are, in and of them-
selves, disconcerting, the presence of special education disproportionality may 
also be indicative of larger societal disparities linked to broader inequities. Meier, 
Stewart, and England (1989) argue that disproportionality is a form of segregation 
that may be associated with discrimination and academic bias in the educational 
experiences and processes that precede special education placements. Harry and 
Klingner (2006) suggest that disproportionality is, amongst other things, the result 
of institutional academic bias ingrained in school districts and teachers, and a 
constructed and misapplied notion of students’ deficit. As such, the persistent and 
widespread evidence of disproportionality underscores concerns about the rela-
tionship between race, perspectives of student ability, and educational equity.

Several large-scale quantitative studies have analyzed state- and district-level 
datasets to examine the relationship between community contexts and dispropor-
tionality—i.e., the relationship between various socioeconomic indicators (e.g., 
median home price, proportion of students qualifying for free or reduced lunch) 
and racial demographic indicators (e.g., proportion of students of color) with dif-
ferent measures of disproportionality (e.g., Coutinho, Oswald, & Best, 2002; 
Oswald, Coutinho, Best, & Singh, 1999; Oswald, Coutinho, Best, & Nguyen, 
2001; Skiba, Poloni-Staudinger, Simmons, Feggins-Azziz, & Chung, 2005). In 
several papers, Oswald and Coutinho have examined the relationship between 
various special education classifications and community context variables such as 
educational, demographic, and economic factors at the school district level (see 
Coutinho et al., 2002; Oswald et al., 1999; Oswald et al., 2001). Their research, 
along with a study by Skiba et al. (2005), has studied the relationship between spe-
cial education classifications and community context variables, finding consistent 
and, sometimes, conflicting relationships. Generally, these studies show that the 
level of poverty in a school district and the demographic composition of the school 
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district are both related to the rate at which Black students are classified in particu-
lar disability categories, however, the direction and significance of those relation-
ships varies by study (Table 1).

Analyzing state-level data, Zhang and Katsiyannis (2002) reported inverse cor-
relations between state poverty and disability classifications in states with higher 
concentrations of poverty. In those states, fewer Hispanic students were classified 
as learning disabled and fewer American Indian and Alaskan, Asian and Pacific 
Islander, African American, and White students were classified with an emotional 
disturbance than in states with less concentrated poverty. Looking broadly at 
state-level data, Zhang and Katsiyannis (2002) looked at the relationship between 

Table 1  District-level community context studies

aMale

Study District-level com-
munity context

Direction of 
relationship

Special education 
disproportionality

Oswald et al. (1999) Poverty + Black/African 
American MMR

Poverty − Black/African 
American SED

Oswald et al. (2001) Poverty − Black/African 
Americana MR

Poverty − American Indiana MR

Poverty + White MR

Non-White Students − Black/African 
American MR

Coutinho et al. 
(2002)

Poverty + Black/African 
American LD

Poverty + Hispanic LD

Poverty + Asiana LD

Poverty − White LD

Poverty − American Indian and 
Alaskan LD

Non-White Students − Black/African 
American LD

Non-White Students − Hispanic LD

Non-White Students − Asiana LD

Non-White Students − White LD

Non-White Students + American Indian and 
Alaskan LD

Skiba et al. (2005) Poverty + Black/African 
American MMR

Poverty − Black/African 
American LD

Poverty − Black/African 
American SL
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state poverty levels and the percentage of students in each racial group (American 
Indian, Asian/Pacific Islander, Hispanic, African American, and White) classified 
according to several disability categories (all disabilities, emotional disturbance, 
learning disabilities, and mental retardation). They found that among 20 group 
pairings of race and disability, only six correlations were significant, all of which 
represented inverse correlations between state poverty. Specifically, the lower the 
state poverty level, the higher the rate of Hispanic students classified as disabled or 
learning disabled, and the higher the rate of American Indian and Alaskan, Asian 
and Pacific Islander, African American, and White students classified with an emo-
tional disturbance (Table 2).

District-level analyses use correlations and regressions to examine the rela-
tionship between various measures of community context and disproportionate 
outcomes. In their attempts to better frame theories of special education dispropor-
tionality, these analyses elucidate possible relationships between socioeconomic 
and/or racial demographics and special education classifications for a student 
belonging to different racial and ethnic groups.

Oswald et al. (1999) examined the relationship between community and school 
context variables and disproportionate outcomes of African American students 
classified as having mild mental retardation (MMR) or having serious emotional 
disturbance (SED). Their analysis drew from 1992 U.S. Department of Education, 
Office of Civil Rights (OCR) and the National Center for Educational Statistics 
(NCES) Common Core of Data (CCD), and identified significant associations 
between two socioeconomic factors and disproportionality. First, higher lev-
els of poverty within a community are related to a higher disproportionate rep-
resentation of African American students classified as MMR. In school districts 
with high poverty rates, their analysis showed no difference in the rate at which 
African American students were classified as MMR compared to the rate for 
non-African American students, while in school districts with low poverty rates, 
African American students were more likely to be classified as MMR compared 
to non-African American students. The researchers also found that higher lev-
els of poverty within a community corresponded with lower levels of dispropor-
tionate representation of African American students classified as SED. That is, 
in school districts with low poverty rates, there was little to no difference in the 
rates at which African American students were classified as SED compared to 

Table 2  State-level community context studies

Study State-level  
community context

Direction of 
relationship

Special education outcome

Zhang & 
Katsiyannis 
(2002)

Poverty − Hispanic SWD

Poverty − Hispanic LD

Poverty − American Indian and Alaskan ED

Poverty − Asian and Pacific Islander ED

Poverty − Black/African American ED

Poverty − White ED
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non-African American students, while in school districts with high poverty rates, 
African American students were more likely to be classified as SED compared to 
non-African American students.

Studies by Oswald et al. (2001) and Coutinho et al. (2002) examined dispropor-
tionality in mental retardation (MR) and learning disability (LD) classifications 
based on an updated OCR dataset. Oswald et al.’s (2001) analysis found that the 
relative likelihood of African American students being classified as MR decreased 
as poverty increased.1 Moreover, for African American students, the rate of MR 
classification dropped as community poverty increased, whereas for White stu-
dents, the classification rate increased, narrowing the difference between rates of 
classification for Black and White students.2 These findings suggest that higher 
levels of poverty within a community are linked to lower rates of disproportionate 
representation by African American students classified as MR.

Coutinho et al.’s (2002) analysis found that the relative likelihood of African 
American students being classified as learning disabled (LD) increased as poverty 
increased. The increases were due to increases in the classification rates of African 
American students as LD and reductions in the classification rate of White stu-
dents as LD, widening the gap between classification rates of Black and White stu-
dents. This demonstrates that higher community levels of poverty are related to a 
higher disproportionate representation of African American students classified as 
LD. Comparatively, higher community levels of poverty are related to lower dis-
proportionate representation of African American students classified as MR.

Skiba et al. (2005) conducted a district-level analysis of a single state, specifi-
cally focused on classification of African American students in five special educa-
tion categories—mild mental retardation (MMR), moderate mental retardation 
(MoMR), emotional disturbance (ED), learning disability (LD), and speech and 
language (SL). Their analysis showed that disproportionality decreased for SL and 
LD classifications when poverty increased, and increased for MMR classification 
as poverty increased. Based on these findings, Skiba et al. (2005) concluded that 
poverty served as a poor predictor of disproportionality.3 Together, Oswald et al. 
(1999), Oswald et al. (2001), Coutinho et al. (2002), and Skiba et al. (2005) dem-
onstrate the possibility that the socioeconomic context of a community is related 

1Odds ratios comparing the classification rates of Black students to White students were used as 
measures of relative likelihoods.
2This is counter to Oswald et al.’s (1999) findings.
3Their model also examined school-level variables, showing that suspension–expulsion rates are 
correlated to disproportionality in ED classifications, dropout rates are negatively correlated to 
disproportionality in MoMR classifications and positively correlated to disproportionality in SL 
classifications, achievement levels are positively correlated to disproportionality in MMR classi-
fications and negatively correlated to disproportionality in SL classifications, and student–teacher 
ratios were positively correlated with disproportionality in MMR classifications. Moreover, the 
study’s logistic regression demonstrates that race (the proportion of African American students) 
was a better predictor of disproportionality than poverty and that school suspensions and expul-
sions proved to be the most significant predictor of disproportionality.
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to disproportionality in that poverty does appear to be related to disproportionality. 
However, since poverty seems to influence different groups of students’ chances of 
being classified as disabled differently, is not a consistent predictor of 
disproportionality.

With respect to school district racial demographics, the likelihood of an African 
American student being classified as a student with MR and LD appears to drop as 
the percentage of non-White students in a school district increases. Oswald et al.’s 
(2001) analysis revealed that the odds ratio of African American students being 
classified as MR decreased as the percentage of non-White students in school dis-
tricts increased. Similarly, Coutinho et al.’s (2002) analysis found that the relative 
likelihood of African American students being classified as LD decreases as the 
percentage of non-White students enrolled in a district increased. According to 
both sets of analyses, the rate of being classified as a student with a learning disa-
bility dropped for African American, Hispanic, and White students as the percent-
age of non-White students in a school district increased.4 Across the three studies, 
findings showed that identification rates of Black and Hispanic males as learning 
disabled and Black males and females as mentally retarded and/or emotionally 
disturbed decreased as the percentage of non-White students in a district increased 
(Coutinho et al., 2002; Oswald et al., 1999; Oswald et al., 2001). These statements 
support the generalization that disproportionality tends not to occur in schools 
with high concentrations of students of color (Ladner & Hammons, 2001).

While these studies have produce mixed (and sometimes contradictory) find-
ings with respect to the size and direction of the relationship between socioeco-
nomic and racial demographic factors and disproportionality, taken as a whole, 
they appear to substantiate a plausible relationship between community context 
and the rates at which different groups of students are classified with disabilities, 
across disability categories.5 Compared to the concentration of poverty, the con-
centration of non-White students in a school seems to be a more reliable predictor 
of disproportionality.

 Analysis of Data from a Single State

Using ordinary least square (OLS) regression, analyses in this chapter look at both 
the relative risk that Black students have of being classified as disabled compared 
to non-Black students as well as the risk Black students have of being classified 

4MacMillan and Reschly (1998) raised concerns about Oswald et al.’s (1999), Oswald et al.’s 
(2001), and Coutinho et al.’s (2002) use of data from the Office of Civil Rights, arguing that it 
oversamples from large urban districts, thus limiting the ability to generalize the findings to a 
national level.
5The contradictory nature of these findings may put into question the validity of the hypothesis of 
differential susceptibility.
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as disabled independent of the risk experienced by any other students. The analy-
sis tests the influence of race, poverty, district personnel, and district achievement 
variables on special education disproportionality. This study is a secondary anal-
ysis of district-level special education, enrollment, and achievement data from a 
state education association (SEA), combined with data from the NCES Common 
Core, and data from the U.S. Census’s Small Area Income and Poverty Estimates 
(SAIPE).

As in earlier studies (e.g., Coutinho et al., 2002; Oswald et al., 1999; Oswald 
et al., 2001; Skiba et al., 2005), special education classification data, student racial 
demographic data, community socioeconomic data, and student academic achieve-
ment data were analyzed. Student enrollment and special education classifica-
tion data, disaggregated by race and ethnicity, were gathered from the 2010–2011 
school year from 680 school districts in a large northeastern state. These data were 
provided by the SEA and merged with data from the NCES Common Core, which 
included information on student–teacher ratios for each district. Data from the 
SAIPE were also included to provide an estimation of the number of children in 
the district between the ages of 5 and 17 and an estimation of the number of chil-
dren in the district between the ages of 5 and 17 living below poverty. 3rd grade 
English Language Arts (ELA) and math achievement data from the state educa-
tion agencies online report system were included as average measures of students’ 
achievement in the district. After merging the data from across these sources, 676 
school districts were available for analysis.

In order to hedge against the influence of small school districts representing 
low populations of students with disabilities and low populations of Black students 
with disabilities, data from only 263 schools of the original 680 were analyzed.6 
While the 263 school districts constitute only slightly more than a third of the 
original dataset, these 263 school districts represent a large majority of the total 
number of enrolled students and an even greater majority of those students with 
disabilities who were included in the original dataset.7

This modified dataset was used for an analysis of disproportionate special edu-
cation classifications of Black students across all disability categories.

The descriptive variables used in this analysis included the total enrollment size 
(Enroll), proportion of the school district student population who are Black or 
African American, proportion of the school district’s community school age 

6The following district enrollment criteria were used to construct the final dataset: (a) at least 75 
students with disabilities enrolled; (b) a minimum of 30 Black students (disabled and nondisa-
bled) enrolled; (c) at least 75 non-Black students (disabled and nondisabled) enrolled; and (d) at 
least 10 Black students with disabilities.
7Based on the 649 school districts in the original dataset for which there is enrollment data, these 
263 school districts serve 71.6 % of the total number of students enrolled in the entire dataset. 
Moreover, based on the 652 school districts in the original dataset for which there is special edu-
cation enrollment data, these 262 school districts served 73.8 % of the total number of students 
with disabilities enrolled in the entire dataset.
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children who live below the poverty line, student-to-teacher ratio, and academic 
performance—i.e., mean student performance on 3rd grade English Language Arts 
(ELA) exam (Table 3).8

This study focuses on the relative risk that Black students have of being classi-
fied as disabled compared to all other students (i.e., the relative risk ratio9) as well 
as the risk Black students have of being classified as disabled, otherwise known as 
the risk index.10,11

Relative Risk. A relative risk is broadly defined as the ratio of the probability 
(or likelihood) of an event occurring for one group compared to the probability of 
the event occurring for a comparison group (Durlak, 2009). For this study the rela-
tive risk of Black students being classified with a disability is the ratio between the 
quotient of the number of Black students classified with a disability divided by the 
total number of Black students enrolled, and the quotient of the number of non-
Black students classified with a disability, divided by the total number of non-
Black students enrolled in the district.12 A relative risk of one indicates that Black 
students have the same chance as all other students of being classified with a 

8Originally, the academic performance of students from several grade levels was considered for 
this analysis, but they proved to be highly correlated with each other.
9This is a point of departure from Skiba et al. (2005), which used Z-scores.
10Reporting relative risk ratios alone can pose a problem in that relative risk values are not com-
parable to each other. A relative risk of 2.0 in one case is not the same as relative risk of 2.0 in 
another due to proportions. For example, in school district A, 10 % of Black students are classi-
fied as disabled, while 5 % of non-Black students are classified as disabled. At the same time, in 
school district B, 30 % of Black students are classified as disabled, while 15 % on non-Black stu-
dents are classified as disabled. In both school district A and B, Black students are twice as likely 
to be classified as disabled compared to all other students, but Black students in school district 
B are three times more likely to be classified as disabled compared to Black students in school 
district A. For this reason, this study also will use the risk index of Black student being classified 
as disabled.
11The risk that non-Black students have of being classified as disabled will be used as an inde-
pendent variable in this model.
12
RRBlack =

SWDBlack/(SWDBlack+GENBlack)
SWDOther/(SWDOther+GENOther)

.

Table 3  Description of key descriptive variables

Variable Description

Enrollment Total district enrollment from the state education agency, internal data 
2010–2011 school year

Percent Black Percent of Black and African American students enrolled in district

Percent poverty Percent of children ages 5 through 17 living in families below the 
poverty line in district

Student–teacher 
ratio

Ratio of the total district enrollment to the number of teachers in a 
school district

3rd Grade ELA The mean scaled score on the state 3rd grade English Language Arts 
exam
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disability. A relative risk of greater than one indicates increased chance for Black 
students being classified as disabled—i.e., overrepresentation—and a relative risk 
of less than one indicates a decreased chance—i.e., underrepresentation.

Lipsey and Wilson (2000) and Hosp and Reschly (2003) explain that relative 
risk ratios are difficult to interpret since they are centered on one, with a minimum 
value of zero and an undefined maximum value. They therefore suggest using a 
transformation of the natural log of relative risk in inferential analysis. Using the 
natural log transformation of the relative risk, zero becomes the point at which 
Black students have the same risk as all other students of being classified as disa-
bled. A relative risk of zero indicates that Black students have the same chance as 
all other students of being classified with a disability. A relative risk of greater 
than one indicates an increased chance for Black students being classified as disa-
bled—i.e., overrepresentation—and a relative risk of less than one indicates a 
decreased chance—i.e., underrepresentation. This transformation improves the 
usability of relative risk ratios in the calculation of inferential statistics (Lipsey & 
Wilson, 2000).13

Risk Index. The risk index is the probability (or likelihood) that a particular 
group will experience a particular outcome, independent of the risk of any other 
group. With respect to special education, the risk index is also known as the classi-
fication rate. This study is interested in the risk index of Black students being clas-
sified as disabled. For this paper the risk index of Black students being classified 
with a disability is the quotient of the number of Black students classified with a 
disability divided by the total number of Black students enrolled.14 The greater the 
risk index, the greater the likelihood that Black students have of being classified as 
disabled, independent of the classification rate of other students.

 Analysis and Results

Two regression analyses were used to examine the relationship between commu-
nity contexts and disproportionality outcomes. Regression analysis is a technique 
for assessing the relationship between a single dependent variable and multiple 
independent variables (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). Each analysis seeks to answer 
the primary research question: What is the relationship between school districts’ 
community context (i.e., socioeconomics and racial demographic characteristics) 
and disproportionality outcomes? The first analysis examines the relative risk that 
Black students have of being classified as disabled. In this analysis, relative risk 

13As such, in the descriptive statistics, both the relative risk of Black students being classified 
with a disability as well as the natural log transformed relative risk. When reporting inferential 
statistics, only the natural log transformed relative risk is reported (though for the sake of clarity 
in the writing, the natural log transformed relative risk will be referred to as the relative risk).
14
RIBlack = SWDBlack/(SWDBlack + GENBlack).
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ratios are used as response variables and those that follow are used as predictor 
variables (i.e., descriptor): the concentration of Black and African American stu-
dents enrolled in the district, the concentration of children living below the pov-
erty line, total district enrollment, student-to-teacher ratio, and the mean scaled 
score on the state 3rd grade ELA exam. The second analysis builds upon the first, 
examining the risk index (the classification rate of Black students) relative to com-
munity context variables. In this analysis, the risk index of Black students is used 
as the response variable with the following included as predictor variables: the 
risk index of non-Black students being classified as disabled, the concentration of 
Black and African American students enrolled in the district, the concentration of 
children living below the poverty line, total district enrollment, student-to-teacher 
ratio, and the mean scaled score on the state adopted 3rd grade ELA exam.

These analyses used Pearson product-moment correlations to help specify 
the initial model, followed by standard (or simultaneous) multiple regressions 
in which all of the descriptive variables were entered in each model simultane-
ously. Additionally, partial and semipartial correlations were calculated for each 
of the descriptive variables. The partial and semipartial correlations were used to 
separate the effects of the descriptive variables on the outcome variable in order to 
assess the unique contribution of the descriptive variable on the outcome variable.

The dataset included a wide range of school districts of various sizes, with 
the smallest district enrolling 733 students and the largest encompassing 35,555 
students, with an average school district size of 4,464.56 students. Though on 
average, school districts enrolled a low percentage of Black students (11.47 %), 
some districts in the sample were predominately composed of Black and African 
American students. The average percent of children in poverty across the school 
districts in the dataset is 12.32 %. The average student-to-teacher ratio in the data-
set was 12.7 to 1. The average mean ELA score was 665.8 (Tables 4 and 5).

The average (mean) school district has a classification rate for Black students 
of 0.20 and a classification rate of non-Black students of 0.13. This means in 

Table 4  Descriptive statistics of socioeconomic and demographic variables

SD Standard Deviation; Min Minimum value; 25th %tile 25th percentile; 75th %tile 75th percen-
tile; Max Maximum value

Variable Mean SD Min 25th %tile Median 75th %tile Max

Enrollment 4464.56 4113.69 733.00 2053.00 3493.00 5266.00 35555.00

Percent Black 11.47 13.89 0.83 2.90 5.79 13.85 79.51

Percent poverty 12.32 7.96 2.41 6.01 10.05 17.28 38.70

Table 5  Descriptive statistics of staff and student academic variables

SD Standard Deviation; Min Minimum value; 25th %tile 25th percentile; 75th %tile 75th percen-
tile; Max Maximum value

Variable Mean SD Min 25th %tile Median 75th %tile Max

Student–teacher ratio 12.72 1.40 9.60 11.70 12.70 13.70 16.60

3rd Grade ELA 665.83 6.17 646.00 662.00 666.00 670.00 683.00
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the average school, among Black students, 20 % are classified as disabled, while 
among non-Black students, 13 % are classified as disabled. The average school 
district in the dataset had a relative risk ratio of 1.58. This means that in the aver-
age school district Black students are 1.58 times more likely to be classified with a 
disability compared to all other students (Table 6).

Table 7 presents the Pearson product-moment correlations among demographic, 
socioeconomic, school, achievement, and disproportionality measures. Several of 
the descriptive variables were significantly correlated with the relative risk of 
Black students being classified as disabled.15 The concentration of poverty in a 

15The interrelationship between the descriptive variables helps define the regression model. The 
proportion of Black students and the concentration of poverty in a school district were moder-
ately correlated. Skiba et al. (2005) do, however, note that poverty and race may operate differ-
ently with respect to disproportionality. Therefore, both variables were included in the regression 
model. There was a moderate positive correlation between the proportion of Black students in a 
school district and the overall district enrollment, and a strong negative correlation between the 
proportion of Black students in a school district and the average ELA achievement.

Table 6  Descriptive statistics of special education variables

SD Standard Deviation; Min Minimum value; 25th %tile 25th percentile; 75th %tile 75th percentile; 
Max Maximum value
aNatural Log Transformed

Variable Mean SD Min 25th %tile Median 75th %tile Max

Risk index (Black) 0.20 0.07 0.05 0.16 0.20 0.23 0.62

Risk index (non-Black) 0.13 0.03 0.07 0.11 0.13 0.15 0.43

Relative risk (Black) 1.58 0.51 0.67 1.21 1.46 1.82 3.62

Relative risk (Black)a 0.41 0.31 -0.40 0.91 0.38 0.60 1.29

Table 7  Bivariate Pearson correlations between key variables

*p < 0.05
aNatural Log Transformed

Percent 
Black

Percent 
poverty

Enrollment Student–
teacher ratio

3rd Grade 
ELA

Risk index 
(non-Black)

Percent poverty 0.448*

Enrollment 0.322* 0.190*

Student–teacher 
ratio

0.023 −0.097 0.313*

3rd Grade ELA −0.544* −0.750* −0.228* −0.038

Risk index 
(non-Black)

0.077 0.274* 0.109 −0.087 −0.223*

Relative risk 
(Black)

−0.314* −0.282* −0.164 −0.045 0.285* −0.333*

Relative risk 
(Black)a

−0.329* −0.272* −0.143 −0.029 0.271* −0.327*

Risk index 
(Black)

−0.265* −0.088 −0.102 −0.105 0.117 0.394*
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school district was weakly correlated with the overall district enrollment. 
Additionally, the relationship between the proportion of students in poverty and 
the average ELA achievement in a district was strongly negatively correlated. 
There was a weak negative correlation between the concentration of poverty in a 
school district and the risk index of non-Black students. District size (enrollment) 
was moderately correlated with the student-to-teacher ratio, and weakly negatively 
correlated with the average ELA achievement in a district. Also, there was a weak 
negative correlation between the average ELA achievement in a district and the 
risk index of non-Black students. The high correlations between the descriptive 
variables, particularly the average ELA achievement and poverty, signifies that 
multicollinearity poses a concern when developing a regression model.

Using Cohen’s convention for correlation coefficients (Cohen, 1988), there was 
a moderate negative correlation between the proportion of Black students in a 
school district and the relative risk of Black students being classified as disabled. 
Similarly, there was a weak negative correlation between the proportion of stu-
dents in poverty and the relative risk of Black students being classified as disabled. 
There was also a weak negative correlation between the overall enrollment of a 
district and the relative risk of Black students being classified as disabled. 
Academic achievement data was correlated with the relative risk of Black students 
being classified as disabled. There was a weak positive correlation between the 
average ELA achievement in a district and the relative risk of Black students being 
classified as disabled.16 There was a weak negative correlation between the pro-
portion of Black students in a school district and the risk index of Black students 
being classified as disabled. There was a moderate positive correlation between the 
risk index of non-Black students being classified as disabled and the risk index of 
Black students being classified as disabled.

In both analyses, a standard multiple regression was performed. In the first 
analysis, the standard multiple regression was performed between the relative risk 
of Black students being classified as disabled and the percent of Black and African 
American students enrolled in district, the percent of children ages 5 through 17 
living in families below the poverty line in district (concentration of poverty), the 
total district enrollment, and the ratio of the total district enrollment to the number 
of teachers in a school district (student-to-teacher ratio).

In the second analysis, the standard multiple regression was performed between 
the risk index of Black students being classified as disabled and the risk index of 
non-Black students being classified as disabled, the percent of Black and African 
American students enrolled in district, the percent of children ages 5 through 17 
living in families below the poverty line in district (concentration of poverty), the 
total district enrollment, and the ratio of the total district enrollment to the number 
of teachers in a school district (student-to-teacher ratio).

16There is a moderate negative correlation between the risk index of non-Black students and the 
relative risk of Black students being classified as disabled, r = 0.3333, n = 263, p < 0.0001. 
This correlation is tautological to the definition of relative risk—as the risk of non-Black students 
decreases, the relative risk of Black students increases.
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Given the high correlation between the proportion of students in poverty and 
the average ELA achievement in a district, achievement was removed from both 
models (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007).

 Relative Risk Analysis17

Table 8 displays the unstandardized coefficients (b) and intercept, robust stand-
ard errors, standardized coefficients (β), partial correlations, semipartial correla-
tions, R2, and adjusted R2. The overall model was statistically significant, F(4, 
257) = 12.95, p < 0.001, with R2 at 0.168. The adjusted R2 value of 0.155 indi-
cated that slightly more than 15 % of the variability in (the natural log of) dispro-
portionality was predicted by the (natural log of the) percent of Black and African 
American students enrolled in district, the (natural log of the) percent of children 
ages 5 through 17 living in families below the poverty line in district (concentra-
tion of poverty), the (natural log of the) total district enrollment, and the ratio of 
the total district enrollment to the number of teachers in a school district (stu-
dent-to-teacher ratio). Of those descriptive variables, only the (natural log of the) 
percent of Black and African American students enrolled in district significantly 
predicted disproportionality, b = −0.105, p < 0.001. The size and direction of the 
relationship suggests that the lower the percentage of Black students enrolled in 

17Based on the number of univariate outliers and the skew of the descriptive variable, the deci-
sion was made to transform the several descriptive variables to reduce the number of outliers 
and improve the normality and homoscedasticity of the residuals. Natural log transformations 
were used on the percent of Black and African American students enrolled in district, the percent 
of children ages 5 through 17 living in families below the poverty line in district (concentration 
of poverty), and the total district enrollment variables. One case with missing data was removed 
from the data, but none of the outliers were removed, N = 262. This did not have any significant 
impact on the correlations between the variables.

Table 8  Standard multiple regression of school and community variables on the (Natural Log of 
the) relative risk of Black students classified as disabled

R2 = 0.168; Adjusted R2 = 0.155
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1
aNatural Log Transformed

Coef. (b) Robust Std. 
Err

Beta (β) Partial Corr.2 Semipartial 
Corr.2

Percent Blacka −0.105*** 0.021 −0.348 0.094*** 0.086***

Percent povertya −0.037 0.034 −0.075 0.005 0.004

Enrollmenta −0.041 0.030 −0.089 0.007 0.006

Student–teacher ratio 0.001 0.016 0.005 0.000 0.000

Constant 0.358 0.232
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a school district, the higher the likelihood that Black students would be classified 
with a disability at a disproportionate rate compared to all other students.

Partial and semipartial correlations were calculated to identify each vari-
able’s unique variance in the models. The semipartial correlations show that the 
(natural log of the) percent of Black students in a school district explains 8.62 % 
(p > 0.001) of variance in the (natural log of the) relative risk of Black students 
being classified with a disability.

 Risk Index Analysis18

Table 9 displays the unstandardized coefficients (b) and intercept, robust stand-
ard errors, standardized coefficients (β), partial correlations, semipartial cor-
relations, R2, and adjusted R2. The overall model was statistically significant,  
F(5, 256) = 14.65, p < 0.001, with R2 at 0.273. The adjusted R2 value of 0.267 
indicates that slightly more than a quarter of the variability in (the natural log of) 
the risk index of Black students being classified as disabled was predicted by the 
(natural log of the) risk index of non-Black students being classified as disabled, 
the (natural log of the) percent of Black and African American students enrolled 
in district, the (natural log of the) percent of children ages 5 through 17 living in 
families below the poverty line in district (concentration of poverty), the (natural 
log of the) total district enrollment, and the ratio of the total district enrollment 
to the number of teachers in a school district (student-to-teacher ratio). Of those 
independent variables, both the (natural log of the) risk index of non-Black stu-
dents being classified as disabled and the (natural log of the) percent of Black and 
African American students enrolled in district significantly predicted dispropor-
tionality, b = −0.498, p < 0.001 and b = −0.120, p < 0.001 respectively. The size 
and direction of the relationship suggests that the higher the risk that non-Black 
students had of being classified as disabled and lower the percentage of Black stu-
dents enrolled in a school district, the higher the likelihood that Black students 
would be classified with a disability at a disproportionate rate compared to all 
other students.

18Similar to risk ratio analysis, based on the number of univariate outliers and the skew of the 
descriptive variables, the decision was made to transform the several descriptive variables to 
reduce the number of outliers and improve the normality and homoscedasticity of the residuals. 
Natural log transformations were used on the risk index of Black students being classified as dis-
abled, the risk index of non-Black students being classified as disabled, the percent of Black and 
African American students enrolled in district, the percent of children ages 5 through 17 living in 
families below the poverty line in district (concentration of poverty), and the total district enroll-
ment variables. In one case, missing data was removed, but none of the outliers were removed 
(N = 262). This did not have any significant impact on the correlations between the variables.
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Partial and semipartial correlations were calculated to identify each variable’s 
unique variance in the models. The semipartial correlations showed that the 
(natural log of the) percent of Black students in a school district explains 11.1 % 
(p > 0.001) of variance in the (natural log of the) risk index of Black students 
being classified with a disability.

Combined, the regression models show that the proportion of Black students in 
a school district was inversely related to the relative risk that Black students had of 
being classified as disabled, and the risk that Black students had of being classified 
as disabled, independent of the risk of all other students. For every 1 % decrease in 
the proportion of Black students in a school district, the relative risk of Black stu-
dents being classified as disabled increased 0.11 %, and the risk of Black students 
being classified as disabled (i.e., the classification rate of Black students) increased 
0.12 %.19 At the same time, as shown in the correlation matrix, the risk index of 
non-Black students was not correlated with the percentage of Black students 
enrolled in a school district. Thus, as clearly shown in Table 10, Figs. 1 and 2, as 
the proportion of Black students decreased, the classification rate of Black stu-
dents increased while the classification rate of non-Black students remained the 
same. This suggests that as the percentage of Black students in a school decreased 
the increase in disproportionality was related to the increased risk that Black stu-
dents had of being classified as disabled (and the unchanged risk that all other stu-
dents had of being classified as disabled).20 Moreover, these findings suggest that 

19This not a percentage point increase, but rather a percent change of the proportions. For exam-
ple, a change from 75 % Black student enrollment to 65 % may represent a 10-percentage point 
change in the Black student enrollment, but it also represents a 15 % change in the Black student 
enrollment. The 1 % point change in the text refers to this second method of looking a percentage 
change and not the first.
20It should be noted that the risk index of Black students classified as disabled is not correlated 
with concentration of poverty in a school district, while there is a moderate positive correlation 
between the risk index of non-Black students and the concentration of poverty.

Table 9  Standard multiple regression of school and community variables on the (Natural Log  
of the) risk index of Black students classified as disabled

R2 = 0.273; Adjusted R2 = 0.267
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1
aNatural Log Transformed

Coef. (b) Robust Std. 
Err

Beta (β) Partial 
Corr.2

Semipartial 
Corr.2

Risk index (non-Black)a 0.498*** 0.101 0.351 0.133 0.112

Percent Blacka −0.120*** 0.020 −0.397 0.132 0.111

Percent povertya 0.019 0.034 0.039 0.001 0.001

Enrollmenta −0.024 0.030 −0.053 0.003 0.002

Student–teacher ratio −0.008 0.015 −0.034 0.001 0.001

Constant −0.608 0.263
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the percentage of Black students in a school district shared a unique relationship 
with the classification rate of Black students that it did not share with the classifi-
cation of non-Black students.

Table 10  Key special education outcomes by quintile of percent of Black students enrolled in a 
school district

Quintile of 
percent of 
Black

Average  
percent 
Black (%)

Average 
relative risk 
(Black)

Average  
risk index  
(non-Black) (%)

Average 
risk index 
(Black) (%)

Average 
risk index 
(Overall) (%)

1st Quintile 1.86 1.84 13.10 23.58 13.29

2nd Quintile 3.30 1.75 13.51 22.77 13.82

3rd Quintile 5.82 1.58 13.24 20.27 13.65

4th Quintile 11.62 1.44 12.79 18.17 13.41

5th Quintile 34.23 1.28 13.86 17.47 15.03
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Fig. 1  Average relative risk of Black students being classified as disabled by quintile of percent 
of Black students enrolled in a school district
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Fig. 2  Average special education risk index of Black and non-Black students and by quintile of 
percent of Black students enrolled in a school district
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 Conclusion and Discussion

The analysis of district-level data shows that the percentage of Black students in a 
school district predicts a small amount of the variance in disproportionality. This 
analysis is in line with the findings of Coutinho et al. (2002), Oswald et al. (1999), 
and Oswald et al. (2001), who reported that the identification rate of Black and 
Hispanic males as learning disabled and Black males and females as mentally 
retarded and emotionally disturbed drops as the percentage of non-White students 
in a district increases. This analysis also corroborates Ladner and Hammons’ 
(2001) assertion that disproportionality tends not to occur in schools with high 
concentrations of students of color.21 The data also shows, however, that while 
school demographics mediate disproportionate outcomes, disproportionality is 
pervasive across school districts regardless of the community context. This sug-
gests that special education disproportionality is not simply a product of commu-
nity context. Nevertheless, the manner in which community context influenced 
disproportionality suggests that the community context, in particular the relation-
ship between the proportion of Black students in a school district and those Black 
students’ special education outcomes, is worthy of further investigation.

Building on existing studies, it is possible to construct a theoretical frame-
work as to why context matters with respect to disproportionality and examine 
the implications of the findings. As will be explicated in more detail below, this 
framework holds that conceptions of race and ability overlap in such a way as to 
increase the likelihood that Black students (and other minority students) are at 
increased risk of being (mis-) classified as disabled. Moreover, these conceptions 
of race and ability are constructed not just at the individual-level, but are related 
to community context. Moreover, this framework has broader implications with 
respect to educational equity that inform how we as a society should view segrega-
tion and integration.

 The Special Education Equity Paradox  
and Disproportionality

Special education and special education disproportionality represent two competing 
educational equity issues. When the Education for All Handicapped Children Act 
(EHA) and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) were enacted, 
they were done so as a means of creating more inclusive schools. Prior to this legis-
lation, most states gave school districts discretion with respect to whether or not 
they would enroll students with disabilities, and if so, what type of educational 

21They found that districts with the lower concentrations of students of color reported higher 
special education classification rates, suggesting that additional research is needed to understand 
referral and classification processes in schools where fewer non-White students are enrolled.
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services and support school districts were required to provide. The enactment of the 
laws increased access to education for students with disabilities, but also has led to 
a formalization of what Ferri and Connor (2005) describe as a “cognitive merging 
of race and ability” (p. 99) that has led to disproportionality.22

It could be argued that those students who are ultimately classified as disabled 
are in need of additional services—the questions are: are they in need of a spe-
cial education classification to get those services, and do they have a disability? 
Students who are referred to the special education classification process tend to be 
struggling learners, however, they are not necessarily disabled (Harry & Klingner, 
2006; Harry, Klingner, Cramer, Sturges, & Moore, 2007; Mehan, Hertweck, & 
Meihls, 1986). Nevertheless, Harry and Klingner (2006) point out that in con-
sidering special education classifications for struggling learners, schools seldom 
consider the classroom environment or students’ past educational experiences and 
instead locate students’ struggles as intrinsic deficits. Alternatively, when teach-
ers see the role of instruction in students’ learning difficulties and feel as if they 
have the capacity to address those difficulties through improved instruction, they 
are less likely to refer struggling learners to the special education referral pro-
cess (Gravois & Rosenfield, 2002, 2006; Harry & Klingner, 2006; Knotek, 2003; 
Mehan et al., 1986).

With respect to racialized concepts of ability, O’Connor & Fernandez (2006) 
claim that labels of ability and disability are norm-referenced against White mid-
dle-class norms and argue that application of these norms within schools mar-
ginalizes culturally and linguistically diverse students. Moreover, they and other 
scholars point out that students’ abilities and/or disabilities should not be per-
ceived as artifacts that are uncovered or developed within the students, but rather 
as qualities constructed within the context of schools, based on not just student 
behaviors, but also how these behaviors are interpreted against the cultural norms 

22Thus, educational practitioners might argue that by receiving a special education classifica-
tion students are afforded additional resources and services that they might not otherwise get. 
Moreover, it could be argued that special education services provide additional support to strug-
gling students and the overrepresentation of Black students in special education is indicative of 
response to need—providing struggling Black students with the supports they need to be suc-
cessful in schools. Researchers enjoying this perspective have argued that Black students are 
in fact underrepresented in special education—indicating that despite being disproportionately 
overrepresented in special education, their educational needs (as defined both by their academic 
performance and their socioeconomic status) is such that Black students require additional spe-
cial education services (Hibel, Farkas, & Morgan, 2010, Morgan et al., 2015). In a sense, this line 
of research argues that Black students (as well as Native American students, Hispanic Students, 
and language minority students) should be more disproportionately classified as disabled because 
they have a greater educational need. If this is the case, significant attention should be placed 
on the quality of those special education services being offered—as noted above research sug-
gests special education services may not be an effective means of supporting student (Donovan 
& Cross, 2002; Fierros & Conroy, 2002; Gottlieb & Alter, 1994; Harry & Klingner, 2006), and 
carry with it the negative externalities of stigmatization (Donovan & Cross, 2002; Gartner & 
Lipsky, 1999; Wagner et al. 2007) and permanence (Fierros & Conroy, 2002; Harry & Klingner, 
2006).



286 R. Ahram

of society, schools, and individual teachers (Mehan, 1980; Mehan et al., 1986). 
This dynamic may lend itself to specific bias given that research on the social 
norms of culturally and linguistically diverse students reveals that these students 
exhibit culturally based interactional forms that often differ from the norms valued 
in schools (Gay, 2010; Hale, 2001; Tyler, Boykin, Miller, & Hurley, 2006).

Many scholars have described how differences in cultural norms produce dis-
continuities and contribute to misinterpretations of the abilities of culturally 
diverse students (Ferguson, 2003; Gay, 2010; King, 1991; Ladson-Billings, 1999; 
Nieto, 2004). This cultural disconnect may lead to inappropriate or incomplete 
judgments about student ability, in part because schools fail to recognize and lev-
erage the funds of knowledge their students bring to the classroom (e.g., Delpit, 
2006; Irvine, 1990; Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992; Valenzuela, 1999). 
Moreover, mismatched cultural lenses and ways of being influence the extent to 
which schools perceive culturally and linguistically diverse students as academi-
cally ready for school (Heath, 1983). Ultimately, the incongruence between stu-
dents’ own cultural attributes and the cultural habits valued in their schools can 
promote negative perceptions of the ability of students of color that result in refer-
rals into the special education classification process (Delpit, 2006; Ford, Harris III, 
Tyson, & Trotman, 2001; Harry, Klingner, Sturges, & Moore, 2002).

The special education classification process seeks out deficits in order to pro-
vide students with support. At the same time, the labels of ability and disability are 
imbued with concepts of race. As such, it could be argued that the special educa-
tion classification is perfectly designed to produce disproportionality. Harry and 
Klingner (2006) lament that “special education’s lofty intentions have been sub-
verted by the fixation on identifying the ‘something else [an intrinsic deficit or 
missing piece]’ and locating the correct box with the correct deficit label” (p. 183). 
But there often is no “something else” or intrinsic deficit—rather there are biased 
conceptions of ability within the normative process of special education classifica-
tion that effectively (though not necessarily intentionally) separate out culturally 
and linguistically diverse students, applying to them a special education label.

 Context Matters

Perceptions of race and ability are key elements in why context matters. 
Traditionally, research on educational equity has pointed to inequitable distri-
butions of educational resources that place Black students at a disadvantage. 
The amount of resources available to students in a school is an important deter-
minant of their academic achievement (Greenwald, Hedges, & Laine, 1996). 
Unfortunately, students of color are overrepresented in poorly resourced, poorly 
performing schools (Darling-Hammond, 2013; Frankenberg & Orfield, 2012; 
Lee, 2004; Orfield & Lee, 2007; Rothstein, 2004). Even when controlling for the 
effects of school quality difference, achievement of classmate differences, and the 
distribution of student ability in a school, the concentration of Black students has 
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an adverse effect on the achievement of Black students—particularly high achiev-
ing Black students (Borman et al., 2004; Card & Rothstein, 2007; Hanushek, 
Kain, & Rivkin, 2002). Ladner and Hammons’ (2001) analysis of disproportion-
ate outcomes, however, found that there was no relationship between special edu-
cation classification and district resources. Moreover, minority students in urban 
districts had lower special education classification rates. Similarly, this study 
shows that there is no relationship between the special education classification 
of non-Black students and the concentration of poverty (a proxy for community 
resources). This indicates that racial demographics play a significant role in the 
classification of culturally and linguistically diverse students—possibly more than 
resources.

This is perhaps because labels of ability and disability are constructed out-
comes that are less resource driven and more a reflection of the social, political, 
and economic structures of our national, state, and local communities. For a large 
number of special education classifications, particularly those in the judgmen-
tal categories, the line between abled and disabled (and even between classifica-
tions) varies among schools and school districts (Donovan & Cross, 2002; Harry 
& Klingner, 2006). The findings from this study, along with those of other studies, 
suggest that it is reasonable to posit that as contexts change, so too do concepts of 
ability and disability. Based on these studies, it is unclear as to what exactly varies 
between schools that might influence these concepts of ability and disability; how-
ever, research has offered insights into several ways that communities contribute to 
schooling outcomes, including disproportionality.

Research on school effectiveness demonstrates that context variables such as 
socioeconomic conditions and racial demographics can influence the implemen-
tation of school policies and practices, making it essential to examine them in 
studies that look at school outcomes (Reynolds, Teddlie, Creemers, Scheerens, & 
Townsend, 2000). This is because schools as institutions function within complex 
social and political ecologies that inform the ways policies, practices, and pro-
cesses unfold. Existing literature points to different ways in which district demo-
graphics can inform policies and procedures related to curriculum, instruction, 
and special education (Anyon, 1980, 1981; Eitle, 2002; Harry & Klingner, 2006; 
Meier et al., 1989), as well as how concepts of race are understood within school 
contexts (Lewis, 2003), which may help explain why context matters with respect 
to disproportionality, and why the risk of Black students being classified as disa-
bled increases as the concentration of Black students in a school decreases.

Anyon (1980, 1981) identifies a correspondence between the social class of a 
school’s population and the type of curriculum and pedagogy of the school, and in 
doing so argues that schools both reflect and reproduce the “tensions and conflicts of 
the larger society” (1981, p. 38). This is true not just with respect to curriculum and 
pedagogy, but also with respect to how special education classifications are employed. 
Moreover, just as schooling as a whole can mirror broader issues within society, indi-
vidual school districts can also be reflective of more local community contexts.

Based on their ethnographic research, Harry and Klingner (2006) found 
that wealthier communities exerted more pressure on school districts to redirect 
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struggling students toward pathways leading to special education classification. 
These patterns may develop in response to external pressure on district lead-
ers to produce favorable achievement results; Figlio and Getzler (2002) found 
that greater emphasis on high-stakes testing, such as state performance exams, 
increased the likelihood that low-performing students and students from low soci-
oeconomic backgrounds would be placed in special education.

Meier et al. (1989) and Eitle (2002), in their respective analyses of local racial 
demographics, socioeconomics, and political–economic structures, posit that com-
munity demographics shape the political environment within schools in ways that 
influence Black students’ access to educational opportunity. In school districts 
where Black community members represent a minority of the district or hold little 
political and economic influence relative to White community members, Black 
students are more likely to be relegated or segregated into special education 
classes. Moreover, Lewis’s (2003) ethnographic research in schools demonstrates 
that community and school racial demographics can influence how concepts of 
race are constructed and operate within and around schools. Her work shows that 
the racial demographics of a school can influence how race labels (and subse-
quently, their symbolic meanings) are ascribed to students, and she explores the 
impact of this ascription, suggesting that more adverse concepts of race are devel-
oped and put forth in predominantly White communities. Mehan et al. (1986) pro-
vide a framework for understanding how the political environment of schools and 
conceptions of race come together in ways that produce disability labels. Their 
work posits that student ability and disability are culturally constructed within the 
context of schools (pp. 85–86). When a stakeholder such as a teacher refers stu-
dents to special education, he or she is operating within the constitutive rules (pol-
icies and practices) of schools in defining ability and disability based on his or her 
general perceptions of his or her students within the specific school context 
(Anderson-Levitt, 1984; Mehan, 1980; Mehan et al., 1986).23

Collectively, research by Meier et al. (1989), Eitle (2002), and Lewis (2003) 
suggests that community context may influence perceptions of Black students’ 
abilities and special education disproportionality by shaping the relationships 
among ability, disability, and race. Moreover, educational stakeholders—be they 
teachers, administrators, school boards, or parents—cannot escape the influence 
of their community context. They are embedded in their local school district con-
texts such that these contexts “shape their racial ideologies, beliefs about intelli-
gence, ability to act in a discriminatory way, and opportunity to activate cultural 
and social resources” (Eitle, 2002, p. 599). These all come together to produce dis-
ability labels. Thus, as the demography of a school shifts so too do the constitutive 
rules regarding what constitutes student ability and disability.

While school and community resources are by and large related to student 
outcomes, and individual actors such as teachers, psychologists, and school 

23As explained by the revisited hypothesis of differential susceptibility, these constitutive rules 
may be influenced by factors outside of schools (Anyon, 1980, 1981; Eitle, 2002; Harry & 
Klingner, 2006; Meier et al., 1989).
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administrators play an important role the classification process and thus dispro-
portionality, the research suggests that the phenomenon of disproportionality is 
also reflective of our collective community values and biases. Overall, the research 
suggests that the biases that drive disproportionality emanate from the community 
level through a complex political and social process—one that requires greater 
examination and consideration.

 Another View of Segregation

The Justices in the Brown v. Board of Education (1954) decision found that:

Separate educational facilities are inherently unequal. Therefore, we hold that the plain-
tiffs and others similarly situated for whom the actions have been brought are, by reason 
of the segregation complained of, deprived of the equal protection of the laws guaranteed 
by the Fourteenth Amendment.

Since their ruling, there has been a large number of studies empirically con-
firming the inequality of segregation—looking at the negative impact of school 
segregation on Black students—and the positive effects of desegregation that have 
confirmed this finding (e.g., Card & Rothstein, 2007; Frankenberg & Orfield, 
2012; Lutz, 2011; Mickelson, 2015; Orfield, 2013; Orfield, Frankenberg, Ee, & 
Kuscera, 2014; Reber, 2005). These studies generally show that students in more 
diverse educational settings have better academic outcomes. The relationship sug-
gested in this study (and others like it) adds to this literature in showing that Black 
students in hyper-segregated school districts serving predominantly non-Black stu-
dents are put at a disadvantage, having an increased relative risk of being classi-
fied as disabled, compared to Black students in less segregated school districts. 
Combined with the existing literature on segregation and desegregation, this study 
suggests that Black students’ educational outcomes are negatively impacted by 
being in predominantly segregated educational environments, be those environ-
ments predominantly Black or predominantly White.
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