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Executive Summary

C losing achievement gaps—disparities in academic achievement between minority and white students, and

between low-income and higher-income students—has long been an unrealized goal of U.S. education policy.

It has now been 60 years since the Supreme Court declared “separate but equal” schools unconstitutional in

Brown v. Board of Education. We experienced two decades of school desegregation, coupled with a “war on poverty,” that
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substantially narrowed race-based gaps during the 1970s and 1980s. However, subsequent shifts in policies that led to

increased segregation and inequality have resulted in ballooning income-based gaps and a virtual halt to progress on

closing race-based gaps.

With income inequality at record levels (Mishel et al. 2012), the interactions between poverty and race remain strong

and troubling and continue to impede educational progress for many students. One result of such interactions is ongo-

ing segregation—at both the neighborhood and school levels. Yet most education “reforms” focus on a narrow set of

policy fixes that minimize the roles of poverty and of race and overlook the impact of segregation. As scholars document

the connections between neighborhood- and school-level segregation, it is important that we better understand how

both affect schools and students in order to more productively guide both future research and policymaking.

This paper uses data from a recent representative cohort of U.S. students entering kindergarten—the National Center

for Education Statistics’ Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Kindergarten Class of 2010-11 (ECLS-K:2011)—to

begin to do that. We first describe how segregated schools are by both race and income, by comparing the racial and

socioeconomic status (SES) composition of those kindergarten classes with what they would look like if they represented

the characteristics of the U.S. student body overall. We then explore the differences in students’ other characteristics

based on the racial makeup of their own classes. Finally, we analyze how their academic performance changes over that

first year (as measured by their place on the score distribution in math, reading, and approaches to learning at entry in

the fall and again in the spring) by level of segregation in the school.

The findings, though just descriptive, are often surprising and raise both serious concerns and many new questions:

The vast majority of white students, even poor ones, are in classrooms with other students who are not poor. In

contrast, most students of color, both black and Hispanic, go to school with many other students who are living in

poverty.

While the family characteristics of white children vary relatively little depending on the type of classroom they are

in (unless that classroom is very heavily minority), family characteristics of black and Hispanic children vary sub-

stantially from heavily white to heavily minority schools.

Academic performance varies greatly, depending on the school’s level of segregation across all races of students; the

more heavily minority the school, the less prepared students are on average in the fall, and the smaller their relative

gains by spring.

Finally, the data appear to support more sophisticated analyses’ suggestions that income segregation underlies many

apparent negative consequences of racial segregation.

The bottom line is that, while race is not the real “culprit” in education, racial status is so strongly determinative

of a minority child’s peers’ other characteristics—especially parental and family background—that integrating schools

appears key to improving odds of children’s success and increase equality among groups.

Introduction

Schools remain segregated today because neighborhoods in which they are located are segregated. […]. Education policy

is housing policy. (Rothstein 2014)
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This is a stark statement about the connection between neighborhood segregation and segregation in our nation’s

schools. In order to understand the precise implications for children in those schools, we must first understand both the

extent and dimensions of that segregation.

Sixty years after the U.S. Supreme Court declared “separate but equal” unconstitutional in its seminal Brown vs. Board

of Education decision, separate and unequal remains the reality for many black, brown, and white children in the United

States. In other words, not only has Brown failed to fulfill its promise of integration, as Rothstein writes, but it was

followed by decades of policy decisions at all levels of government that have solidified systems of segregation and severe

inequality. These systems expand opportunity gaps between minority and white children and challenge the ideal of a

socially cohesive nation.

Research makes fairly clear that racial integration—enabling white students to learn together with black and Hispanic

students, and vice versa—benefits all student groups (Coleman et al. 1966, Orfield 1978, Kahlenberg 2006, Tefera et

al. 2011). Unfortunately, race is not now, and has never been, decoupled from socioeconomic and other differences.

When it is isolated, the statistical disadvantages of racial minority status are often revealed to be fully explained by other

factors. In other words, it is not really about race; rather, it is about the myriad factors associated with growing up

a minority in the United States. Indeed, recent work by Sean Reardon shows that, while prior decades of integration

helped narrow achievement gaps between black and white students, recent increases in income inequality have led the

achievement gap between lower and higher income students to grow; now the income-based gap far surpasses the race

gap (Reardon 2011).

However, real life rarely enables us to disentangle factors associated with racial minority status. So being black, or His-

panic, continues to wrongly appear to be the problem, which may discourage parents who have the option from choos-

ing integrated schools. As such, it is critical that data analyses help us unpack the interactions among race, income, and

other factors, and uncover channels, such as segregation, that link race and achievement. By clearly identifying these

interactions, we can outline policies that correctly target the real problems that impede education progress for many of

our children.

Indeed, New York University sociologist Patrick Sharkey’s neighborhood-level findings suggest that, while race is not

itself the culprit, the life consequences of living in segregated neighborhoods are severe. This is due, in part, to dispari-

ties in the characteristics of neighbors/peers in white versus minority neighborhoods:

Even if a white and a black child are raised by parents who have similar jobs, similar levels of education, and similar

aspirations for their children, the rigid segregation of (urban) neighborhoods means that the black child will be raised

in a residential environment with higher poverty, fewer resources, poorer schools, and more violence than that of the

white child. […]. [N]eighborhood inequality means that the black child is likely to be surrounded by peers who have

been raised by parents with less education and fewer resources to devote to their children, less cultural capital and social

connections to draw upon. While the white child is likely to be surrounded by peers who aspire to go to college, the

black child is more likely to be surrounded by peers who fear going to college. (Sharkey 2013, chapter 4)
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This prompts us to ask whether school-level segregation, and resulting peer effects, confirm (or deny) Sharkey’s point

(whose conclusions build on the work of many before him). This paper explores data from a class of children entering

kindergarten in 2010–2011 in order to illustrate three key dimensions of American education:

1) Black and brown children encounter distinct obstacles to entering integrated/white schools.

2) Minority students who do succeed in entering integrated/white schools look substantially different from their peers

who do not.

3) Students’ patterns of growth and achievement in the first year of school differ substantially based on the racial (and,

as a result, the socioeconomic) makeup of those schools. (Note: These patterns are the result of a number of factors,

including childrens own socioeconomic factors and the schools other characteristics, none of which we control for.)

Background

Many factors affect a student’s level of success in school, as measured by test scores, grades on report cards, attendance

rate, and, later, high school graduation and acceptance to and entry to college. Research finds that out-of-school factors

can have an impact as big as, or even bigger than, within-school factors such as teacher quality and other school resources

(Berliner 2006 and 2009; Rothstein 2004; Barton and Coley 2007). Those out-of-school factors include the type of

neighborhood in which students live and, as a result, their peers both in and out of school (Kahlenberg 2012; Sharkey

2013). In the education literature, peer effects have been found to have distinct impacts on student outcomes (Coleman

et al. 1966; Hanushek et al. 2003; Summers and Wolfe 1977), and because peer effects can reflect the influences of

neighborhoods as well as schools, they merit further exploration.

It is important to note that, overwhelmingly, research finds racial integration to be an overall positive factor (Orfield

1978, Kahlenberg 2006). As noted above, however, the challenges of isolating the impact of race have often led to the

misidentification of race as the problem hurting a school.1 Moreover, concentrated poverty, which is much more com-

mon among minority than among white students, adds to the difficulty of disentangling these two closely correlated

factors. (Concentrated poverty refers to the greater share of a neighborhood’s population that is poor.)

Sixty years after Brown, we can look back on decades of education, housing, and other public policies to see the resulting

patterns of segregation with significant implications for the well-being of our education system, among others. A com-

bination of intentional and unintentional factors has created the circumstances in which today’s children grow up and

go to school. As our nation continues to grapple with stubborn race-based achievement gaps, key questions arise regard-

ing the impact of segregation on children’s educational experiences and students’ odds of success.

Understanding these impacts is critical to formulating policies that have real potential to close gaps. Documenting the

consequences of such segregation, and of the concentrated poverty that usually accompanies it, starting in children’s first

years in school, can thus help shine a much-needed spotlight on this factor.

In particular, we describe:

where children from different racial backgrounds matriculate into school in their kindergarten year
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which nonracial factors distinguish children who attend more integrated/substantially white schools versus those

whose schools are populated largely by black and/or Hispanic children

how ready for kindergarten those various groups are when they enter school

how these groups fare the first year of school—shown by their relative positions in the student performance distri-

bution, both at school entry and in the spring of their kindergarten year

Our analysis provides only a basic description of today’s schools and of the typical characteristics of the children in those

different schools. This analysis, however, represents a first step towards providing an updated and enhanced data-based

affirmation for Richard Rothstein’s recent work on historic patterns of residential and school segregation and for earlier,

related work in this area (Rothstein 2014, Orfield 2013)

This analysis also provides a foundation for understanding the consequences of segregation that are relevant to both

researchers and policymakers. Indeed, after several decades of policies that ignore many of the factors that most affect

student performance, we have begun to address issues related to student poverty. In contrast, we have paid little atten-

tion to related problems around segregation. Current policies continue not just to dismiss segregation’s impacts, how-

ever, but, in some cases, to perpetuate and compound them. Better understanding the extent and effects of segregation

could help drive a more effective and comprehensive approach to education policy.

The Early Childhood Longitudinal Study-Kindergarten Class
of 2010–2011

A recently released study by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) provides nationally representative

information about the current generation of kindergartners, the class of 2010–2011. The Early Childhood Longitudinal

Study (ECLS-K: 2011), offers detailed information on family background, teacher and school characteristics, and edu-

cational outcomes. Among the school characteristics is a variable of the percentage of minority students in each child’s

school. As is true of most databases, information regarding the child’s race/ethnicity and parental socioeconomic status

(SES) is also available.

The variables of interest are introduced below and coded as follows:

School composition, percentage of minority students: This variable indicates whether the percentage of minority

students is up to 10 percent, more than 10 percent up to 25 percent, more than 25 percent up to 50 percent, more

than 50 percent up to 75 percent, or more than 75 percent.

Race/ethnicity: This dummy variable indicates whether the race/ethnicity of the child is white, black, Hispanic,

Asian, or other.

Socioeconomic indicators: These variables indicate whether a child:

is living in poverty2

is not living with two parents

has a mother whose educational attainment is high school or lower, or a bachelor’s degree or higher

does not speak English at home3
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The definition of poverty used in this dataset, and in this paper, is household income at or below 200 percent of the

federal poverty line. Most economists and policymakers view this as the threshold below which families need substantial

government assistance in order to provide the basics, and most Americans would consider families under this threshold

to be poor.

For all the groups of interest, students’ average performance is analyzed on the following educational outcomes4:

Reading: language use and literacy, including basic skills (print familiarity, letter recognition, beginning and ending

sounds, rhyming words, word recognition), vocabulary knowledge, and reading comprehension (Tourangeau et al.

2013, 2-4)

Mathematics: conceptual knowledge, procedural knowledge, and problem solving5 (Tourangeau et al. 2013, 2-6)

Approaches to learning (assessed by teachers): mean ratings of teachers’ answers on how often the student shows a

number of behaviors, including that the student keeps belongings organized, shows eagerness to learn new things,

works independently, adapts easily to changes in routine, persists in completing tasks, pays attention well, and fol-

lows classroom rules. Higher scale scores indicate that the child exhibited positive learning behaviors with a high

frequency. (Tourangeau et al. 2013, 3–24)

The analysis uses the results from the first wave of the study, corresponding to the entry of the students in kindergarten,

for the demographic characteristics. Academic achievement variables are measured both in the fall and in the spring

semesters. While fall characteristics may reflect peer effects that are due only to neighborhood characteristics, as no

schooling has yet taken place, spring variables would presumably also reflect in-school peer effects.

Results

As Figure A, below, illustrates, the racial composition of an average kindergarten class for the 2010-2011 school year,

if students were randomly distributed, would be roughly half white, one fourth Hispanic, and the remaining fourth

black, Asian, and other (in other words, about half minority). Specifically, 51.5 percent would be white, 25.1 percent

Hispanic, 13.5 percent black, 4.5 percent Asian, and 5.5 percent “other.”

Not surprisingly, however, not all classes are populated by a mix that reflects the composition of the U.S. kindergarten

student population. As Figure B shows, about a fifth (18.8 percent) of kindergartners start their education in schools

with a very low proportion (up to a 10 percent share) of minority students while another fifth (18.3 percent) are in

schools with more than 10 percent but still less than 25 percent minorities. A similar proportion (20.6. percent) of

kindergartners are in schools with a medium proportion (between 25 and 50 percent) of minority students. And in

2010–2011, over a quarter of kindergartners (26.8 percent) attended schools in which the proportion of minority stu-

dents was greater than 75 percent. In other words, we know from basic data that students are not randomly distributed

by race across kindergarten classrooms/schools.

This disparity may, or may not, be of concern, depending on our findings with respect to the other characteristics of

the children in these classrooms. If nonrandom sorting by race did not lead to segregation by income or to differential

learning patterns, it would not merit much policy attention.
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FIGURE A VIEW INTERACTIVE on epi.org

Racial composition of a 2010–2011 kindergarten class, if it reflected U.S. kindergarten
population

Source: ECLS-K, Kindergarten Class of 2010–2011 (National Center for Education Statistics)

White: 51.5%

Hispanic: 25.1%

Black: 13.5%

Asian: 4.5%

Other: 5.5%

The following descriptive analysis suggests, however, that policy attention is, indeed, merited, because 1) the racial com-

position of a child’s class does depend heavily on his or her own race; and 2) the nonracial characteristics of a student’s

peers— particularly, those related to socioeconomic status—depend not only on that child’s race but also on the racial

composition of the school he or she is attending.

These patterns, both serving as mechanisms through which segregation could play a role in school settings, may have

cumulative effects that compound one another. Racial segregation tends to mean income segregation, and, as Figure

C shows, minority students are more likely not only to be in heavily minority schools, but to have poor peers. Three-

fifths (60.5 percent) of white kindergartners are in classrooms in which only about 12 percent of their classmates are

poor. Nearly as great a share of black students (56.5 percent) and Hispanic students (55.2 percent) are in classrooms in

which nearly half of their peers are poor.6 Less than 5 percent of white children are in such heavily poor classrooms.

By illustrating the distribution of children by race in schools with heavily white, mixed, and heavily minority student

bodies, Figure D emphasizes the likelihood that whites are in low-minority schools, while black, Hispanic, and, to a

lesser extent, Asian students, are in high-minority schools. The figure shows that nearly a third (32.8) percent of white

kindergartners are in schools with a very low (no more than 10 percent) share of minorities while another near third

(27.7 percent) are in schools with a low proportion (over 10 percent but no more than 25 percent) of minority students.

In contrast, more than half of black and Hispanic students are in schools with a very high proportion (more than 75

Total

White 51.5%

Hispanic 25.1%

Black 13.5%

Asian 4.5%

Other 5.5%
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FIGURE B VIEW INTERACTIVE on epi.org

Distribution of kindergartners by proportion of minority students in the
school, 2010–2011

Source: ECLS-K, Kindergarten Class of 2010–2011 (National Center for Education Statistics)

Up to 10%: 18.8%

>10% to 25%: 18.3%

>25% to 50%: 20.6%

>50% to 75%: 15.5%

More than 75%: 26.8%

percent) of minority students. The most heavily white schools stand out: Only about two percent of black students and

only about three percent of Hispanic students enter schools with such low proportions of minority students.

By definition, schools with large proportions of minority students have a majority of minority students in their student

body. But our data analysis, presented in Figure E, shows that the racial distribution (the percentages in each of the

bars) is slightly more skewed than it would be if that distribution accorded with each of our breakdown categories (the

labels below the bars). For example, we should expect to find about a 12.5 percent share of white children in schools

with more than 75 percent of minority students (because those schools as a category would include schools that have as

few as zero white students and as much as 25 percent white students, with 12.5 percent in the middle). But as shown in

the second bar from the right, on average, only 9.2 percent of students in these heavily minority schools are white.

More critical, and central to our hypotheses and findings, the data provided in Table 1 show that children’s peer experi-

ences are determined heavily not only by their own racial status but also by their school’s level of segregation. As noted

above, white students are both much less likely than their minority counterparts to be in heavily minority schools, and

to have poor peers. And as Table 1 shows, family and other background characteristics of the few white students who

do attend heavily minority schools are clearly distinguishable from those of the typical white student, and even more

different from those of white students attending the most heavily white schools. These same distinctions hold (and, in

some cases, are amplified) when “white” is substituted for “black” or “Hispanic.”

Total

Up to
10% 18.8%

>10%
to
25%

18.3%

>25%
to
50%

20.6%

>50%
to
75%

15.5%

More
than
75%

26.8%
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FIGURE C VIEW INTERACTIVE on epi.org

Distribution of kindergartners by poverty status and race/ethnicity, 2010–2011

Notes: The dark bar shows the share of students, by race, in schools that are no more than 25% minority. As Table 1 in this report shows,

those schools have an average poverty rate of 11.2 (for schools in which minorities make up more than 10% and up to 25% of the pop-

ulation) and a poverty rate of 12.3 percent (for schools where less than 10% of the student body is minority). The light bar shows the

share of students, by race, in schools that are more than 75% minority; in those schools, the average poverty rate is 48.9 percent. The

“Total” column includes white, black, Hispanic, and Asian children as well as children whose race/ethnicity is “other.”

Source: ECLS-K, Kindergarten Class of 2010–2011 (National Center for Education Statistics)

60.5%

7.4%
10.8%

17.1%

37.1%

4.8%

56.5% 55.2%

41.5%

26.8%

Percent in

classrooms

where mean

poverty rate

is 11–12%

(no more

than 25%

minority)

Percent in

classrooms

where mean

poverty rate

is 49% (more

than 75%

minority)

White Black Hispanic Asian Total
0

20

40

60

80%

A major factor that varies by student race and school racial composition is student poverty. White kindergartners attend-

ing heavily white schools (“Up to 10%” in Table 1) are about as likely as the average white kindergartner to live in

poverty (11.4 percent versus 12.9 percent). In contrast, the few Hispanic kindergartners in such schools are only half

as likely as the average Hispanic child in kindergarten to live in poverty (22.1 percent versus 46.2 percent), and black

children in heavily white schools are even less poor—one third as likely to live in poverty as the average black child in

kindergarten (14.3 percent versus 45.4 percent).

In heavily minority schools, the inverse pattern is seen: All children’s odds of living in poverty, including those of white

and Asian children, increase relative to average, though white kids’ odds increase the most. In extremely heavily minor-

ity schools (more than 75 percent minority), almost one in four white kindergartners live in poverty (22.9 percent,

versus 12.9 percent for the average). Among black and Hispanic students in heavily minority schools, however, that rate

is more than double: over half —51.4 percent of blacks and 56.5 percent of Hispanics—live in poverty, versus average

poverty rates of 45.4 percent for black students and 46.2 percent for Hispanic students.

Percent in
classrooms

where
mean

poverty
rate is

11–12%
(no more
than 25%
minority)

Percent in
classrooms

where
mean

poverty
rate is 49%

(more
than 75%
minority)

White 60.5% 4.8%

Black 7.4 56.5

Hispanic 10.8 55.2

Asian 17.1 41.5

Total 37.1 26.8
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FIGURE D VIEW INTERACTIVE on epi.org

Distribution of kindergartners by proportion of minority students in the school and
by race/ethnicity, 2010–2011

Source: ECLS-K, Kindergarten Class of 2010–2011 (National Center for Education Statistics)

4.8%

56.5% 55.2%

41.5%

18.1%
26.8%

11.1%

20.8%
18.1%

19.4%

29.3% 15.5%

23.6%

15.3%
16.0%

22.0%

25.4%

20.6%27.7%

5.7%
7.5%

12.0%

15.7%

18.3%

32.8%

1.7% 3.3% 5.1% 11.6%
18.8%

More than

75%

>50% to 75%

>25% to 50%

>10% to 25%

Up to 10%

White Black Hispanic Asian Other Total
0

25

50

75

100%

Another factor that varies similarly by school composition and by the child’s race, is mother’s educational attainment.

While, overall, mothers in schools with low proportions of minorities tend to be more educated than average mothers,

the mothers of white and Asian kindergarten children are no more likely (even a little less likely) to have a bachelor’s

degree in a heavily white school than they are on average: 15.6 and 32.8 percent, respectively, of white and Asian moms

in heavily white schools have a bachelor’s degree or more education, versus 16.7 and 35.0 percent on average. However,

mothers of Hispanic kindergartners in heavily white schools are twice as likely as average Hispanic moms to have at least

a bachelor’s degree or more education (11.6 percent versus 5.6 percent), and only two-thirds as likely as average moms

to have a high school degree or less (41.8 percent versus 66.4 percent). A similar pattern holds true for mothers of black

kindergartners; 17.5 percent of those in heavily white schools have a bachelor’s degree or more education, versus 8.6

percent on average for black mothers.

In extremely heavily minority schools, again, all mothers are less educated than average, but the difference is distinct

only for minority students. Hispanic mothers are only half as likely to have at least a bachelor’s degree than the average

Hispanic mother (2.5 percent versus 5.6 percent). In contrast, mothers of white children in such schools are no less

likely to have bachelor’s degree (although these white moms are slightly more likely than average moms to have no more

than a high school diploma). These numbers reflect not only substantial disadvantage among minority children in heav-

ily minority schools, but apparent disproportionate barriers for those children to enter into heavily white schools.7

Up to
10%

>10%
to

25%

>25%
to

50%

>50%
to

75%

More
than
75%

White 32.8% 27.7% 23.6% 11.1% 4.8%

Black 1.7 5.7 15.3 20.8 56.5

Hispanic 3.3 7.5 16.0 18.1 55.2

Asian 5.1 12.0 22.0 19.4 41.5

Other 11.6 15.7 25.4 29.3 18.1

Total 18.8 18.3 20.6 15.5 26.8
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FIGURE E VIEW INTERACTIVE on epi.org

Racial composition of a 2010–2011 kindergarten class by proportion of minority
students in the school

Source: ECLS-K, Kindergarten Class of 2010–2011 (National Center for Education Statistics)

3.4% 4.7% 6.7% 10.3% 3.7% 5.5%1.2% 2.9%
4.8%

5.6%
6.9% 4.5%4.4%

10.3%

19.5%

29.3%
51.8%

25.1%

1.2%

4.2%

10.0%

18.1%

28.4%

13.5%

89.8%
77.9%

59.0%

36.8%

9.2%

51.5%

Other

Asian

Hispanic

Black

White

Up to 10% >10% to

25%

>25% to

50%

>50% to

75%

>75% Total
0

25

50

75

100%

Two other potential sources of disadvantage for minority students are also reflected in the data. The first is nonknowl-

edge of English and its utilization at home. The second is a measure associated with family structure and its stability,

represented in our table by the likelihood of living in a family that does not have two parents.

As we would expect, only a small proportion of white and black kindergarten students report not using English as a first

language at home or not being bilingual (1.8 percent and 3.9 percent respectively). The proportions are much larger

for Hispanic (47.6 percent) and Asian (54.4 percent) children. This, too, varies greatly by type of school, however. In

the most heavily white schools, only 13.0 percent of Hispanic and 32.0 percent of Asian kindergarten students do not

use English regularly. In other words, Hispanic students in such schools are less than one third as likely as the average

Hispanic student not to be regularly exposed to English at home. In the most heavily minority schools, in contrast,

more than 59 percent of both Hispanic and Asian students speak a language other than English at home.

Statistics regarding the proportion of children who do not live with two parents likewise indicate disproportionate dis-

advantage for some groups of children in very heavily minority schools: 70.1 percent of black kindergartners in such

schools do not live with two parents (versus 63.3 percent of black kindergartners on average), compared with 25.2 per-

cent of white (versus an average of 22.5 percent).8 While these differences between students in heavily minority schools

and the average are not very large, the contrast is stark in schools that are 10–25 percent white. A shift to a school with

fewer minority students is associated with nearly halving single-parent households among black students; only 39.1 per-

White Black Hispanic Asian Other

Up to
10% 89.8% 1.2% 4.4% 1.2% 3.4%

>10%
to
25%

77.9 4.2 10.3 2.9 4.7

>25%
to
50%

59.0 10.0 19.5 4.8 6.7

>50%
to
75%

36.8 18.1 29.3 5.6 10.3

>75% 9.2 28.4 51.8 6.9 3.7

Total 51.5 13.5 25.1 4.5 5.5
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T A B L E  1

Peer characteristics of 2010–2011 kindergarten class, by race/ethnicity and by proportion of
minority students in their school

Proportion of minority students
in school Variable White Black Hispanic Asian Total

Up to 10% (heavily white) % in poverty 11.4% 14.3% 22.1% 12.3% 12.3%

% not living with two
parents

19.6% 44.0% 23.8% 15.2% 20.3%

% no English 0.2% 3.3% 13.0% 32.0% 1.2%

% mother HS or less 30.2% 44.5% 41.8% 17.4% 31.0%

% mother BA or more 15.6% 17.5% 11.6% 32.8% 15.8%

More than 10%, to 25% (mixed) % in poverty 9.5% 25.6% 21.2% 4.1% 11.2%

% not living with two
parents

19.1% 39.1% 27.6% 3.4% 20.6%

% no English 1.1% 2.1% 29.0% 46.2% 5.2%

% mother HS or less 24.1% 28.9% 45.9% 15.3% 26.2%

% mother BA or more 19.9% 17.0% 18.8% 41.2% 20.5%

More than 25%, to 50%
(moderately segregated) % in poverty 14.0% 40.6% 36.4% 12.6% 21.1%

% not living with two
parents

25.8% 59.2% 26.7% 11.4% 29.2%

% no English 3.4% 9.7% 35.9% 50.6% 12.2%

% mother HS or less 30.2% 47.5% 57.7% 14.3% 35.5%

% mother BA or more 17.1% 8.9% 6.4% 50.0% 16.4%

More than 50%, to 75% (heavily
minority) % in poverty 20.3% 41.3% 41.4% 19.2% 30.2%

% not living with two
parents

32.8% 56.5% 32.9% 10.1% 36.3%

% no English 3.2% 3.2% 38.1% 59.6% 16.4%

% mother HS or less 39.0% 49.1% 65.2% 28.4% 47.9%

% mother BA or more 11.0% 8.9% 5.8% 33.7% 10.6%

More than 75% (extremely heavily
minority) % in poverty 22.9% 51.4% 56.5% 24.1% 48.9%

% not living with two
parents

25.2% 70.1% 31.5% 8.4% 40.7%

% no English 6.6% 2.8% 59.5% 59.6% 36.2%

% mother HS or less 36.8% 51.3% 75.5% 26.3% 61.4%

% mother BA or more 16.6% 6.4% 2.5% 23.3% 7.0%
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T A B L E  1  ( C O N T I N U E D )

Proportion of minority students
in school Variable White Black Hispanic Asian Total

Total % in poverty 12.9% 45.4% 46.2% 17.3% 25.4%

% not living with two
parents

22.5% 63.3% 30.3% 9.1% 29.5%

% no English 1.8% 3.9% 47.6% 54.4% 15.4%

% mother HS or less 29.7% 47.9% 66.4% 21.7% 39.5%

% mother BA or more 16.7% 8.6% 5.6% 35.0% 14.4%

Note: In this table, HS stands for high school education, and BS stands for a bachelor’s degree or more education. The col-

umn “Total” includes the groups shown here and also children whose race/ethnicity is “other.”

Source: ECLS-K, Kindergarten Class of 2010–2011 (National Center for Education Statistics)

cent of black students in these schools do not live with two parents, while the proportion falls by only one fifth, to 19.1

percent, for white students.

Finally, we explore children’s academic skills in kindergarten, as measured by their performance in reading, mathematics,

and approaches to learning. This performance is assessed based on where they fall on a distribution curve in the fall

assessment, and changes in that relative performance in those three areas by spring. In other words, we are not reporting

absolute gains (or lack of gains), but rather gains (or losses) relative to their groups and/or peers, over that year. Table 2

displays these data, with mean of zero, and standard deviation of 1, for the average kindergartner. 9

Here, too, we find associations between students’ family and school characteristics and the outcome of interest. The

relative position of children in the performance distributions in reading, math, and approaches to learning is associated

with both their own race and the proportion of minority students in the school they attend. However, changes in that

performance over the academic year appear to be associated mainly with the level of segregation of the school.10 White,

black, and Asian kindergarten students with better-than-average performance in the fall assessment are all clustered in

schools with proportions of minority students between 10 and 50 percent. For example, white kindergartners in schools

with minority shares between 10 and 25 percent scored about a tenth of a standard deviation higher on the fall reading

assessment than the average white kindergartner (0.254 versus 0.164, in the first data column, comparing the second

set of rows and “total” rows of our table).

In contrast, the white students with the weakest school readiness skills attend the most heavily minority schools: White

students in those schools had a standard deviation score of 0.077 on the fall reading assessment, compared with 0.164

for the average white kindergartner.

Among Hispanic kindergartners, too, the highest-performing are in schools with a very low proportion of minority stu-

dents, and all Hispanic students in schools with up to 50 percent minority students start off better than the average His-

panic student. Following this pattern, the most academically disadvantaged Hispanic students attend schools in which

the proportion of minority students exceeds 50 percent.

ECONOMIC POLICY INSTITUTE AND BROADER,  BOLDER APPROACH TO EDUCATION | JUNE 11,  2014 PAGE 13



T A B L E  2

Average educational performance of 2010–2011 kindergarten class by race/ethnicity and by proportion of
minority students in the school (outcomes in standard deviations in fall and spring)

White Black Hispanic Asian Total

Fall Spring Fall Spring Fall Spring Fall Spring Fall Spring

Up to 10% Reading 0.100 0.158 -0.313 -0.075 -0.115 0.050 0.375 0.188 0.088 0.150

(heavily
white) Math 0.242 0.257 -0.314 -0.245 -0.073 -0.067 0.379 0.208 0.221 0.232

Approaches to
learning 0.039 0.044 -0.320 -0.139 0.062 -0.182 0.046 0.111 0.031 0.028

>10%–25% Reading 0.254 0.207 0.142 0.058 -0.249 -0.135 0.626 0.560 0.210 0.178

(mixed) Math 0.297 0.248 -0.135 -0.310 -0.236 -0.197 0.666 0.486 0.234 0.182

Approaches to
learning 0.062 0.073 -0.273 -0.238 -0.120 -0.105 0.236 0.119 0.032 0.041

>25%–50% Reading 0.252 0.243 -0.080 -0.052 -0.221 -0.142 0.641 0.562 0.140 0.146

(moderately
segregated) Math 0.230 0.229 -0.258 -0.322 -0.287 -0.229 0.542 0.434 0.095 0.090

Approaches to
learning 0.095 0.073 -0.128 -0.172 -0.033 0.008 0.305 0.375 0.055 0.048

>50%–75% Reading -0.027 0.004 -0.250 -0.277 -0.437 -0.346 0.361 0.337 -0.185 -0.152

(heavily
minority) Math -0.018 -0.028 -0.417 -0.483 -0.513 -0.460 0.393 0.299 -0.231 -0.228

Approaches to
learning -0.064 -0.061 -0.295 -0.274 -0.134 -0.111 0.240 0.300 -0.100 -0.095

>75% Reading 0.077 0.089 -0.155 -0.266 -0.461 -0.448 0.294 0.155 -0.265 -0.297

(extremely
heavily
minority)

Math 0.089 0.096 -0.355 -0.470 -0.523 -0.439 0.348 0.213 -0.356 -0.349

Approaches to
learning 0.183 0.137 -0.162 -0.250 -0.062 -0.010 -0.023 -0.007 -0.071 -0.070

Total Reading 0.164 0.172 -0.148 -0.212 -0.390 -0.339 0.439 0.343 -0.013 -0.010

Math 0.218 0.208 -0.338 -0.436 -0.447 -0.379 0.448 0.319 -0.024 -0.031

Approaches to
learning 0.054 0.051 -0.193 -0.240 -0.071 -0.039 0.144 0.167 -0.011 -0.010

Note: The table reveals how children perform relative to the average kindergarten child in the U.S., who would score at 0 (in the fall and

in the spring; see the figures that are statistically equal to zero in the last two "total" data columns of the bottom "total" section of the

table). Children whose score is a positive number outperform the average U.S. kindergartner, and children with negative scores under-

perform the average U.S. kindergartner. The column “Total” includes these groups and also children whose race/ethnicity is “other.”

Source: ECLS-K, Kindergarten Class of 2010–2011 (National Center for Education Statistics)

One unexpected finding is that black kindergarten students with lower-than-average academic skills start school in heav-

ily white schools (in reading, for instance, scores are -0.313 in the “Black-Fall” data column, versus average performance

of -0.148 in the “Black” data column in rows “Total”). This is surprising, given the more favorable socioeconomic con-

ditions described above of black children in white schools. However, those same black kindergarten students (those in

heavily white schools) are also the only black children whose educational skills improve relative to other students during

the academic year; they move up the distribution from -0.313 standard deviations in fall to -0.075 in reading in the

spring, with smaller improvements from -0.314 to -0.245 in math and from -0.320 to -0.139 in approaches to learn-

ing.11
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White children’s skills also improve relative to the average in mostly white schools, though not nearly as much (in stan-

dard deviations, from 0.100 to 0.158 in reading, from 0.242 to 0.257 in math, and from 0.039 to 0.044 in approaches

to learning). And even the few white children in the most heavily minority schools make relative gains, though to a very

small degree; in reading (from 0.077 to 0.089) and in math (from 0.089 to 0.096). But they experience a small drop in

their relative position in approaches to learning, from 0.183 to 0.137.

Unlike their black counterparts, Hispanic children make academic improvements in relative terms across all types of

settings but, interestingly, experience a relative setback in their noncognitive skills when attending the whitest schools.

Asian students follow a totally different pattern from all other students. Across all groups, relative performance on aca-

demic skills (both math and reading) is worse in the spring than it had been in the fall (average students fall along the

distribution from 0.439 and 0.448 ahead in reading and math in the fall to 0.343 and 0.319 ahead in both subjects in

the spring). In contrast, however, their noncognitive performance improves in all types of schools other than those in

which the proportion of minorities is between 10 percent and 25 percent.12

In sum, students in the most heavily white schools make, across all racial groups, the largest moves up in the distribution

(see the last two data columns under “Total”). Unexpectedly, however students in schools in which at least 75 percent

of students are minority also make relative gains, albeit small, in math.13

Looking at shifts across the fall and spring distributions among racial groups (last three rows of the table), Hispanic

students move up in all three outcomes relative to the average student; white students’ reading performance improves,

and Asian children’s approaches to learning performance increases, while black children lose relative ground on all three

outcomes.

Once again, these scores do not inform us of changes in scores or points over the school year, but only reflect whether

relative performance, compared with the average fall or spring performance, changed for different population groups

and across settings. Indeed, all groups experienced absolute gains (in points) between the fall and the spring assessments

(not shown in the table).14

Implications for research and policy

As noted above, this analysis is a purely descriptive one. Our work is an attempt to further illuminate the connections

between segregation and performance. This evidence suggests that the residential segregation that drives race and

income stratification can likewise influence school peer effects in a nonrandom manner: As described earlier, the overall

poverty rate in the whitest schools—about 12 percent—and in fairly white schools—about 11 percent— contrasts

starkly with that in extremely heavily minority schools, where half of all students are poor. This finding points to the

importance of addressing issues of race within education policy, even though race itself does not cause the problems.

We do not uncover any causal links between segregation and performance, nor can we derive impacts of factors such as

poverty or family structure on student performance. However, these findings do raise important questions and implica-

tions for both future research and for policymaking.
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With respect to research, one immediate question is the degree to which the patterns we find here —regarding the inter-

actions among race, social class, and peer and school characteristics— have any impact on children’s development. To

address this question, specifically, we point to the need for further research to explore:

1) the interaction between racial and income segregation, and its consequences for student’s development

2) whether segregation does, indeed, nonrandomly influence peer effects, and the distinct impact of these effects on

students’ development

3) whether segregation implies that resources—economic and other—available to children are unequal, and the degree

to which this factor has an independent impact on student outcomes

4) whether segregation mediates for (or is mediated by) the impacts of other school inputs/characteristics; and

5) whether the patterns hold in students’ later years, i.e., whether the nonracial characteristics of children’s peers in

school continue in later years to be determined in large part by their own race

Further research will not only further highlight the consequences of segregation, and the mechanisms through which it

can affect (or mediate) educational outcomes. It will also lay the foundations for shaping comprehensive policies that,

in contrast to narrow current policies that focus heavily on within-school factors, hold promise to alleviate problems

thwarting improvement of the U.S. educational system.

Again, with only a descriptive analysis, we must be cautious in issuing policy suggestions. What we can say, however,

is that these interactions across family, school, and neighborhood factors shape conditions for learning in ways that are

worthy of policy attention. And given the relatively narrow focus of most current education policy discussions (and

policies themselves), our work here suggests, at the very least, the need for policymakers to look at a much broader set

of inputs—and their interactions—into student, and school, success. In other words, given that minority students seem

to face greater barriers than nonminority students in accessing the types of schools that are most likely to help them

improve their relative performance, exploring both causes of those barriers and their impacts should be a high priority.

Since some combination of parents’ and/or families’ backgrounds and resources, and peer effects and school resources,

produce different patterns of learning for students, those factors must all be considered when ensuring that future edu-

cation policies are both better aligned and more comprehensive.
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Endnotes
1. Indeed, these researchers uncover the role of income integration as a factor mediating/explaining many of the benefits of racial

integration.

2. Whether a household lives in poverty is obtained from a household level poverty variable. This variable indicates whether the

household income is below the 200 percent of the U.S. Census Bureau poverty threshold. More details are provided in

Tourangeau et al. (2013), see pages 7.53 and 7.54.

3. We interpret this variable to indicate whether a child is exposed to English at home (Tourangeau et al. 2013, page 7.20). In

addition to groups of children who speak only English or only another language, a third group is bilingual; we assume these

children to speak some English and classify them as such in our work.

4. A more detailed definition of these variables is provided in Tourangeau et al. (2013). All variables are standardized (mean=0 and

standard deviation=1).

5. The child was asked about number sense, properties, and operations; measurement; geometry and spatial sense; data analysis,

statistics, and probability; and patterns, algebra, and functions (Tourangeau et al. 2013, page 2.6).

6. Asian students fall in between; 41.5 percent are in a classroom in which about half of their peers are poor.

7. In other words, minority children in heavily minority schools tend to be the poorest and to have the least-educated

mothers—added disadvantages—while the few in white schools have socioeconomic advantages that are very rare among their

families.

8. The difference is not significant for Asian students.

9. Standardizing the variables at both points allows us to assess changes in the relative position of each group in the total

distribution of scores, but does not inform us of absolute gains in performance. The estimates are weighted to account for

nonresponse on the child-level teacher questionnaires in the spring and fall semesters.

10. As emphasized above, this analysis is only descriptive, so we do not control for the many factors known to influence student

performance, and that likely vary with student and school race, including student and family SES and school and teacher

resources and other characteristics.
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11. There is a minor improvement in the placement of the approaches to learning index of black children in schools with a

proportion of minority students between 50 and 75 percent, but at the same time, the spring relative performance in math and

reading of these students is the lowest of black children (and among the lowest overall).

12. The discussion about Asian students is kept to a minimum in this analysis. Because of the small size of the group, the relative

academic advantage of Asian compared with other minority students, and the lack of much information regarding the racial

composition of schools attended by Asian students, an in-depth analysis would require an independent study.

13. The overall math improvement is driven by Hispanics and by minor improvements by white and “other” students. Hispanic

children also improve relative to the average in reading performance, as do white children. The exception is for Hispanic children

in most heavily minority schools, who experience a decline in their performance relative to the average in reading.

14. According to our estimates, the average increase in scores between fall and spring is about 15 points in reading, 13 in math, and

0.2 in the approaches to learning scale. Full information about the point scales and changes over the academic year is provided by

Tourangeau et al. (2013).
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