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Nationwide, as the proportion of nonwhite students has risen dramatically, so too has
racial and socioeconomic school segregation. Chicago leads the nation in extreme racial
segregation; only 9% of Chicago Public Schools students are white, yet most of the city’s white
students attend schools that hold a plurality of other white students. At the same time, Chicago
has the nation’s highest percentage of black students attending what a 2012 report by The Civil
Rights project has called “apartheid schools” — schools that are between 0 and 1% white.* The
city’s racial segregation is accompanied by socioeconomic segregation, with most black students
attending schools that have disproportionately high concentrations of poverty. Within CPS,
Ogden International and Jenner Academy for the Arts are two schools that typify Chicago’s
school segregation pattern. Ogden, located in the Gold Coast neighborhood, is one of the city’s
whitest, wealthiest, and highest-achieving schools, while Jenner, just a mile west, is one of its
near-apartheid schools — 98% black, 99% low-income, and with test scores that consistently fall
well below district and state averages. Yet a plan proposed by parents, principals, and
community members for the future of these schools is not so typical. Since the fall of 2015, in
the face of increasing overcrowding at Ogden and severe under-enrollment at Jenner, this
coalition of advocates from both Ogden and Jenner have striven to merge the two schools into
one. In the midst of these efforts, this report seeks to inform the potential merger by exploring
the effects of racial and socioeconomic segregation on student outcomes, the role of integration

in closing achievement gaps, and the impact of racial and socioeconomic diversity on learning,
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career readiness, political engagement, and other student outcomes. It will also caution about the
potential negative effects of school integration projects, including re-segregation in the form of
racialized tracking and negative peer effects, and will explore ways schools can prevent these
adverse outcomes. With thoughtful implementation guided by effective precedents in other
school districts, school mergers such as that proposed by Ogden and Jenner community members
will be able to capitalize on the many benefits of integration for students of all racial and
socioeconomic backgrounds.
Segregated Schools and Student Outcomes: Past and Current State of Affairs

Commissioned by Lyndon B. Johnson as part of the 1964 Civil Rights Act, the 1966
Coleman report? was the first to comprehensively investigate the effects of racial and
socioeconomic school segregation on student achievement in the United States. The report found
that minority students not only attended lower-quality schools, but that they were more affected
by school quality than were majority students:

The conclusion can be drawn that improving the school of a minority pupil will

increase his achievement more than will improving the school of a white child

increase his. Similarly, the average minority pupil’s achievement will suffer more

in a school of low quality than will the average white pupil’s. (p. 129)
It went on to state that the socioeconomic composition of the student body was the strongest in-
school factor predicting minority student achievement. In other words, a minority student
attending a school with a mostly low-income student body was highly likely to experience low

achievement:
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...the principal way in which the school environment of Negroes and whites differ

is in the composition of their student bodies, and it turns out that the composition

of their student bodies has a strong relationship to the achievement of Negro and

other minority pupils. (p. 130)

Thus, the report suggested that school segregation had a twice-negative impact on minority
student achievement by both 1) sequestering minority students in lower-quality schools and 2)
creating student bodies composed of mostly low-income students.

Today, the picture is just as bleak. Despite decades of attempts at school integration
following Brown v. Board of Education and the 1964 Civil Rights Act, many of these attempts
were thwarted by white hostility and poor, top-down implementation that left little room for
community input.> Meanwhile, white suburbanization and discriminatory housing policy
increasingly promoted residential segregation, making diverse student bodies even more rare,*
while a 1991 Supreme Court decision paved the way for schools to dismantle some of their
desegregation plans.® As a final nail in the coffin, a 2007 Supreme Court decision in Parents
Involved in Community Schools vs. Seattle School District No. 1 made attempts to integrate in
the midst of “de facto” school segregation (i.e. segregation caused by housing patterns) by
assigning students to schools based on race extremely difficult, forcing some districts to end their
desegregation programs.® As a result, despite some recent patterns of residential desegregation,

schools today remain severely segregated, with many urban school students attending schools
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that are virtually 100% minority and low-income.” And the impacts of segregation on minority
student achievement are just as negative as they were found to be at the time of the Coleman
report.

A wide range of studies shows that a school’s concentration of poverty continues to
predict an individual student’s achievement more strongly than that student’s specific
socioeconomic background. A recent analysis of thousands of school districts across the United
States, for example, has found that children at schools with the highest concentrations of poverty
typically score four grade levels lower on assessments of math and reading than children at
schools serving no students who live in poverty.? In addition to the direct peer effects of
attending school with mostly low-income students and the often subpar educational materials
offered by high-poverty schools, segregation perpetuates academic disparity by segregating the
teaching force. High-poverty schools attract less qualified teachers than low-poverty schools, and
the teachers they do bring in have higher rates of turnover.® Segregation also frequently results in
higher rates of harsh, exclusionary discipline for low-income students. In Chicago, for example,
schools with the highest concentrations of poverty also report the highest suspension rates.*

Exposure to such harsh discipline measures increases a child’s chances of dropping out of
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school,™ such that, as we would expect given the relationships between segregation and
discipline practices, segregated and high-poverty schools have higher dropout rates than
wealthier schools.'? The risks correlated with attending a segregated, low-income school last
well into adulthood, with continued segregation in employment™ and increased likelihood of
incarceration.'® Thus, the negative correlates of school segregation extend far beyond depressed
test scores, shaping outcomes for pupils’ entire lifespans.
Desegregation: Closing the Achievement Gap and Other Benefits for Minority Students
Given the effects of school segregation on student achievement, it is unsurprising that
racial desegregation (along with the socioeconomic desegregation it entails) is considered a
promising way to close the academic achievement gap. In fact, recent analyses of racial
desegregation efforts in the past point to desegregation’s potential for dramatic improvement in
minority student outcomes. As pointed out by Gary Orfield, cofounder of the Civil Rights
Project/Proyecto Derechos Civiles, the test score gap between black and white students reached
its narrowest point during the 1980s apex of the mandated desegregation movement. These gaps

again widened as schools subsequently became resegregated and the national education agenda
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turned toward accountability reforms rather than integration.® However, large-scale quantitative
analyses continue to bolster our understanding of the relationship between desegregation and
higher achievement for minority students. One such analysis found racial diversity to predict
higher academic achievement for students of all racial and ethnic backgrounds,*® while another
found that, if a completely racially segregated city were to become completely racially
integrated, the black-white SAT score gap would close by one-quarter.*’

In addition to improved academic achievement, evidence suggests that desegregation has
other important impacts for minority students. As expected given the established relationship
between segregation and harsh discipline practices, racial integration has been hypothesized to
result in improved school climates and reduced rates of suspension for minority students.*®
Integration has been found to enhance minority students’ self-concept of ability*® and improve
expectations for minority students’ own educational aspirations.” Indeed, minority students who
attend integrated schools are better prepared academically and socially for higher education.?* A

robust literature has also found that black students who attend desegregated schools are more
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likely to also attend desegregated colleges, which in turn leads to desegregated employment,
increased employment in white collar and professional jobs than blue collar jobs, and
desegregated professional networks.”? Additional long-term effects of desegregation include
increased occupational attainment and adult earnings, increased health status, and decreased
chance of incarceration for minorities who attend desegregated schools. Further, the benefits of
desegregation extend to subsequent generations. Black children whose parents attended
desegregated schools, regardless of whether or not they attend desegregated schools themselves,
have been found to achieve higher academically, repeat fewer grades, graduate high school and
attend college at a higher rate, and attend higher quality colleges than their peers whose parents
attended segregated schools.”® At the same time, no negative effects for white students are found
on academic or any other outcomes. As pointed out by Erica Frankenberg,? this finding that
white students experience no harm from desegregation has been found time and time again, by
desegregation supporters and detractors alike. Indeed, despite the persistent fear that integration
will harm white student achievement, all evidence suggests that racial desegregation narrows the
achievement gap between blacks and whites by improving the black student experience without
diminishing that of whites.?®

As a case study of how local efforts at school racial integration can close achievement

gaps, consider an example set forth in Hartford, Connecticut. After a 1996 Connecticut State
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Supreme Court ruling found that segregation throughout the state was undermining students’
access to equal educational opportunity, the Capital Region Education Council (CREC) led an
effort to create over forty magnet schools across districts in the Hartford area. These interdistrict
magnet schools were required to meet specific integration requirements, with families applying
voluntarily and students admitted by lottery. Despite having no academic admissions standards
for applicants, studies comparing admitted students to those who were not selected by the lottery
system have found the integrated schools to be hugely academically successful. In 2009, for
example, black and Latino students from urban areas achieved significantly higher in math and
reading at the magnet schools than did their peers who were not selected for the magnets,
narrowing the statewide achievement gap between minority and white students.?® In 2011 and
2013 this trend continued, with black, Hispanic, and low-income students at the magnet schools
all scoring significantly higher than the state averages for their respective subgroups. The gap
between minority students and white students in reading was completely eliminated in the third
grade, and the gap between low-income and other students was almost completely eliminated in
the tenth grade. White students attending the magnet schools also scored higher than white
student state averages, suggesting that the magnet schools helped close achievement gaps by
improving the educational experience for all students, with exceptional improvements for low-

income and minority students.”” Although self-selection may be responsible for some of the
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magnet schools’ success, the Hartford example suggests that racially integrated schools have the
potential to provide benefits for all students, not only those most at risk.

As noted earlier, these vast benefits of racial desegregation are largely tied to the way
race often operates as a proxy for socioeconomic class, such that racial desegregation almost
always involves class desegregation as well. According to Orfield, “educational research
suggests that the basic damage inflicted by segregated education comes not from racial
concentration but from the concentration of children from poor families.”®® Indeed, in 2013 the
achievement gap between rich and poor students was almost twice as wide as that between white

and black students overall.?

Thus, desegregation based on the socioeconomic status of students
directly rather than on student race is increasingly being proposed as a way to address the root
cause of the achievement gap between middle class (mostly white) and poor (mostly minority)
schools.*® Aside from targeting one source of the achievement gap directly, socioeconomic
integration plans conveniently sidestep the difficulties of implementing race-based desegregation
plans following the 2007 Parents Involved in Community Schools case, allowing public districts
to instead assign students to schools based on socioeconomic status. And the outcomes of
districts that have adopted socioeconomic integration plans look very promising.

One of the most well known examples of socioeconomic desegregation is that of the

Wake County district in Raleigh, North Carolina. A district that historically had used student

race in order to integrate schools, Wake County switched over to integration based on student
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socioeconomic status in 2000, requiring that none of its schools had more than a 40% low-
income student body. To achieve these school student populations, the district used mandatory
busing, often sending students from the suburbs to the city and vice versa. The results of this
plan earned the district national acclaim. Academic achievement gaps narrowed significantly as
student achievement soared. The number of black third through eighth graders passing their state
exams, for example, doubled within just a few years of implementation. White students in the
district also benefited, outperforming their peers in other large districts throughout the state.
According to Gerard Grant, professor emeritus at Syracuse University, Wake County “reduced
the gap between rich and poor, black and white, more than any other large urban educational
system in America.”*? Despite the district’s overwhelming success, the integration plan had
strong conservative critics, some of whom suggested that the district could better serve the
neediest students by concentrating them together in schools and providing those schools with
additional resources.

To assess this question of whether socioeconomic integration or extra resources directed
toward low-income schools would be more effective, researchers® conducted a study in
Montgomery County, Maryland. There, low-income families were assigned to public housing
randomly in either low-income neighborhoods where they would attend high-poverty

neighborhood schools, or in middle- and high-income neighborhoods where they would attend
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low-poverty schools. At the same time, the Montgomery County school district provided the
high-poverty schools with significant extra funding (approximately an additional $2,000 per
student), which translated into an extended learning day, small class sizes, and other reforms.
This situation, as described by Richard Kahlenberg, provided the opportunity to assess whether
low income students attending the socioeconomically integrated, low-poverty schools would
perform better than those attending the segregated, high-poverty schools with concentrated
district resources. Despite the gains expected for students attending the schools with all the extra
district funding, the low-income students at the low-poverty schools performed much better,
closing the math achievement gap with middle- and upper-income student by fifty percent.
Although these results are unsurprising given Coleman’s 1966 findings on the importance of the
socioeconomic makeup of a student’s peers in determining his or her own achievement, they
provide modern-day evidence for the large positive potential impact of socioeconomic diversity
on student outcomes. Indeed, for educators and parents concerned with raising minority student
achievement and the achievement of low-income students in general, socioeconomic integration
appears to be one of the most promising reforms.*®
Desegregation: Benefits for All Students

School racial and socioeconomic integration efforts are beneficial not only for minority
and low-income students, however. A vast body of research has found that exposure to
demographic diversity has immensely wide-ranging effects, from enhanced financial

performance in the workplace® to increased information sharing among jurors®’ to better
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preparation for debate among partisans.® In short, “simply being exposed to diversity can
change the way you think,” in the words of Columbia Business School professor Katharine W.
Phillips,*® And the impact of racial and socioeconomic diversity is perhaps greatest on youth,
enhancing their cognition, intercultural understanding, and preparation for employment in a
globalized world, as this section, inspired by The Century Foundation’s report, “How Racially

Diverse Schools and Classrooms Can Benefit All Students,” *°

will show. Thus, by promoting
racial and socioeconomic diversity, desegregation can improve the educational experiences for
students of all backgrounds.

Elite colleges have long recognized the importance of diversity on their campuses and
have fought in court to defend their means of achieving diverse student populations, most
recently in the Fisher v. University of Texas (known as Fisher I1) case. As such, parties
interested in the impact of desegregation on educational outcomes can turn to the higher
education literature for a large swath of research on the relationship between

racial/socioeconomic diversity and learning. As summarized by the American Psychological

Association*! and the American Educational Research Association,* this higher education
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literature has found striking cognitive benefits when students are exposed to social groups that
have perspectives different from their own. Exposure to diversity is associated with improved
cognitive development,* including improved ability to think critically and solve problems,*
especially for students who belong to the majority group. White students, for example, have been
shown to experience more cognitive stimulation and enhanced comprehension of material
through discussion or anticipation of discussion with students of color.*> This improved learning
occurs due to the cognitive disequilibrium elicited through interaction with surprising or new
thoughts and ideas shared by students from other backgrounds.*® Students must then reset
equilibrium by accumulating more information and thinking through its meaning with these new
viewpoints in mind.*” In short, students’ opportunities to interact with groups of people who have
different perspectives from their own — whether through racial, ethnic, gender, or socioeconomic
group membership — appears to enhance the very thought processes (critical thinking, taking
alternative views, and problem-solving) that happen to be integral to academic success.*®

Further, these interactions with diverse groups help all students grow confidence in their own
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intellectual abilities.*® Because these studies were mainly conducted with college-aged students,
practitioners should exercise caution when considering whether diverse conditions would affect
K-12 students in the same way. However, combined, this body of work suggests that exposure to
diversity has promising effects on cognition in general.

Exposure to other racial and socioeconomic groups is not only important for enhancing
cognitive development; it is also important for maintaining one’s ability to think critically in the
context of people different from oneself. Lacking experience with diversity, students are prone to
the impairments to cognitive functioning caused by implicit bias. Implicit biases are
subconscious attitudes towards others based on stereotypes about racial, ethnic, gender, class and
other groups. Stemming from natural cognitive processing that uses heuristics to make
judgments in the most efficient way possible, implicit biases are thought to result from cultural
learning through exposure to media, social institutions, and other avenues that communicate
stereotypical messages about groups of people. Although these biases are present in majority and
minority group members alike, people are generally unaware of their own implicit biases, which
are measured by psychologists through implicit association tests.”® Despite their unconscious
nature, implicit biases can have serious impacts on an individual’s ability to interact successfully
with others. Several studies, for example, have found that doctors with higher implicit racial

biases perform worse when treating nonwhite children.>® Further, these biases can affect the
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behaviors and performance of individuals regardless of their intentions or their conscious
attitudes. In fact, the more deliberately an individual tries to avoid allowing her implicit biases to
guide her behavior, the more likely she will behave in prejudiced ways.>? This occurs because
attempting to suppress one’s own biases expends a great deal of mental energy, leaving fewer
cognitive resources to attend to non-stereotypical information.> In short, for any student
planning for a career that involves working with diverse groups of people, and especially for a
career that requires high cognitive load, holding implicit biases may be a significant detriment to
optimal performance.

An effective way to avoid the discriminatory effects of implicit biases is to reduce the
biases themselves through exposure to members of other groups, especially minority groups.>
Schools that intentionally promote inclusion by inviting racially and socioeconomically diverse
students to hold shared membership in the school community can diminish students’ negative
subconscious attitudes, especially if students take part in this membership for prolonged
periods.> Crucially, however, gaining the full advantages of school diversity requires that a
“critical mass” of students from any single minority group — for example, low-income students —

are represented. The size of this critical mass varies, but there must exist a sufficient number of
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students to avoid any individuals serving as “token” students,>® which can increase stereotype
threat among minority students and reinforce stereotypes among majority students. Instead,
schools aiming to help all of their students benefit from diversity are in the best position to do so
when they have substantial representations of minority student groups.

In addition to improving cognition, exposure to diversity has been shown to reduce
explicit prejudices and promote positive relations among various demographic groups within
school communities.”” In the case of the racially and socioeconomically integrated Hartford
Interdistrict Magnet Schools described earlier, white students and students of color at the
magnets were more likely than students at the regular public schools to express closeness
towards and friendship with other-race students, report stronger intergroup relationships,
perceive less racial tension, and show greater multicultural interests.® Outcomes like these
benefit students in a number of ways, not least of which is preparation for twenty-first century
employment. About half of Fortune 100 companies, for example, joined together in order to file

a brief*®

in the Fisher Il case stating that hiring people who have been educated in diverse school
environments is in the companies’ best interests. The National Research Council Committee on
Defining Deeper Learning and 21* Century Skills defines “appreciation for diversity” as a key

marker of intellectual openness in the workspace.® Along with enhanced creativity, critical
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thinking, leadership skills, conflict negotiation, intercultural effectiveness,®* and capacity to
increase profits, employees who have experience and comfort working with various cultural
groups are better equipped to work with diverse colleagues and costumers. In fact, in one
survey,® 96% of employers rated employee comfort with diverse cultural groups as an important
consideration. Youth tend to agree; in a survey of students across the country, one study found
that white students view preparation to work in a diverse society as important to their futures.®®
Indeed, exposure to diversity early in life, which increases intercultural comfort and reduces
implicit bias, lays the groundwork for skills that are crucial in the twenty-first century economy.

According to the vast body of literature on the benefits of diversity, school integration
efforts have the potential to raise academic achievement, improve cognitive functioning, and
enhance long-term life outcomes by a number of different measures. Vital to obtaining these
positive outcomes, we have shown, is a critical mass of students who identify with any one
minority group. In addition to these efforts to reduce tokenism, schools must take several
additional measures to ensure students are receiving the full benefits of racial and socioeconomic
diversity.
Desegregation: Potential Pitfalls
Negative Peer Effects

As stated earlier, scholars feel confident stating that desegregation efforts have no

negative effects on the achievement of white students. Indeed, since most school integration
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efforts involve sending minority students from low-performing schools to majority-white, high-
performing schools, there has been ample opportunity to confirm how desegregation affects
white students at schools receiving low-performing minority students. Little work, however, has
been conducted on how desegregation affects minority students who were already in the high-
performing, receiving schools. Angrist and Lang’s 2004 analysis of Boston’s Metropolitan
Council for Educational Opportunity (Metco) program, however, provides some insight into the
effects of integration on minority students at receiving schools, suggesting that they may
experience some short-lived negative impacts.

The Metco program, which started in 1966 and continues today, is one of the nation’s
oldest desegregation programs. It sends students on a voluntary, first come, first served basis
from Boston Public Schools to schools in the city’s surrounding suburban districts. Virtually all
of the Metco students are black or Latino and low-income, and as a group they tend to score
lower on achievement tests than students in the receiving suburban districts. Students in the
receiving districts, on the other hand, are mostly white, wealthy, and relatively high-performing.
As expected, Angrist and Lang found in 2004 that the districts receiving Metco students
experienced a drop in school test score averages due to their increased proportion of low-income,
lower-performing students. As a whole, however, students in the receiving districts experienced
no effects on their own test scores. Yet because these suburban students were mostly white,
Angrist and Lang wondered whether minority students in the receiving districts experienced the
same null effects. To explore this question, they examined the case of Brookline Public schools,
one of the only suburban districts with a substantial proportion of non-Metco minority students.

As expected, Angrist and Lang found different no effects of Metco participation on non-

Metco white students. For some non-Metco black students, however, the addition of Metco
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students did negatively influence their scores. In particular, they found modest negative effects
on the reading and language scores of non-Metco black third grade girls. Since most of the
incoming Metco students were black girls, Angrist and Lang hypothesize that peer effects were
responsible. For example, non-Metco black girls may have replaced some of their wealthier,
higher-scoring peers with Metco students, and this new composition of their peer groups may
have affected their grades.

What do these findings mean for schools that already have a substantial proportion of
minority students and are considering integration? According to Angrist and Lang, not much. In
fact, the authors think their findings might actually be spurious, since the effects were small and
affected only third graders. Angrist and Lang conclude that if the Metco students did negatively
affect black girls, these effects were modest and quickly faded away. Based on this study,
integrating schools may want to keep a careful eye on minority students who were already
attending the higher-performing schools before integration. However, there is little reason to
expect that any negative peer effects will be substantial or lasting. Instead, schools should focus
most of their efforts on a potentially much more damaging pitfall of desegregation: racialized
tracking.

Re-segregation Through Racialized Tracking

One of the most significant ways that efforts to increase school diversity may be
undermined is through within-school tracking. Tracking, a common practice that involves
grouping students by perceived ability level in rigid groups in order to adapt the rigor and type of
instruction to students’ abilities, is in principle an objectively meritocratic way to more
efficiently and effectively engage students and meet their needs. Yet in practice, the process of

assigning students to tracks is often quite subjective, depending on considerations such as
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educational gatekeepers’ interpretations of student ability (which may or may not take into
account the quality of students’ prior educational experiences), parents’ level of comfort with
demanding certain placements for their children, the number of seats a school offers in a given
course, and a number of other non-meritocratic factors. In turn, any given track may in fact have
students with widely varying ability levels. And the consequences for students assigned to low
academic tracks can be dire. All students benefit from high expectations and academic rigor,** so
when students are assigned to low academic tracks, they achieve lower than they otherwise
would have in more rigorous courses.® Although tracks vary by ability level, one way they do
tend to be homogenous is in students’ socioeconomic and racial characteristics.®® Indeed, a vast
body of literature has shown that minority and low-income students are disproportionately
assigned to low academic tracks and rarely assigned to honors tracks,®’ and that these
assignments contribute to the racial and class achievement gaps.®® Thus, when segregated
schools become integrated, academic tracking often creates a new form of segregation:
segregation within the school.

Indeed, even when school integration is carried out with the best of intentions, its major
benefits on minority student achievement might be washed away if minority students don’t

actually attend integrated classes. Unfortunately, within-school segregation in the form of
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tracking is an all too common response to school integration,®® and when this occurs, it results in
a perpetuation of the unequal educational outcomes that integration seeks to disrupt.” Even
schools considered to be paragons of integration can in fact offer very unequal education
opportunities based on student race. Consider the case of Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools (CMS)
in Charlotte, North Carolina, a district known nationwide for its role in the 1971 Swann vs.
Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools Supreme Court case that allowed schools to use mandatory
busing to desegregate. As Roslyn Mickelson’* argues, although the district was widely lauded as
an integration triumph, its use of tracking and the resulting “second-generation segregation”
belied its narrative of success. Tracks in the newly integrated CMS became racially segregated in
a number of ways. For example, students in the district, whether black or white, who had spent
more time in segregated schools before the integration efforts had lower test scores than students
who had been in more integrated schools. However, black students were disproportionately more
likely to have been at racially isolated schools, and as a result were more likely to have low
incoming test scores. In turn, these test scores were used in part to determine track assignments.
However, even black students who scored as high as their white counterparts were more likely to
be placed in lower tracks. For example, Mickelson found that, of the students whose 6™ grade
English scores landed between the 90™ and 99™ percentiles, 52% of the white students but only
20% of the black students went on to take advanced English in high school. As a result,

academic tracks were highly segregated by race, and as in many schools that implement tracking,
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the lower tracks were much less likely to have teachers who were credentialed, experienced, and
teaching in their fields. Assignment to lower tracks ultimately predicted lower grades and
standardized test scores, including SAT scores. Based on these findings, Mickelson argues that
the district never “looked beneath the surface to truly evaluate its programs” (p. 242) and realize
that tracking ultimately subverted the benefits of desegregation. She offers two potential reasons
for this oversight: 1) district leadership and desegregation advocates truly thought they had
achieved their equity goals, or 2) (more pessimistically) within-school segregation in the form of
tracking was a means to sell school desegregation to white parents who had political influence.
Mickelson concludes that few black students in this district renowned for its integration efforts
ever actually experienced true desegregation, and urges integrating schools to resist the pressures
toward second-generation re-segregation in the form of tracking.

But what about integrating schools that already sort students by academic achievement?
Detracking, involving the elimination of the lowest academic track or the elimination of ability
grouping altogether, emerges as an obvious way to prevent the perpetuation of racial and class
disparities in desegregated schools. Indeed, many researchers who have studied tracking
recommend its elimination. The National Research Council, for example, has found that tracking
harms students placed in lower tracks rather than providing remediation,’? while a meta-analysis
of over 300 studies on tracking found that even high-achieving students fail to benefit from

tracking.”® Although other studies have found mixed results on how tracking affects high
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achievers,”* the National Education Policy Center, has emphasized that “research

»" and along with the Institute of Medicine, urges

overwhelmingly counsels an end to tracking,
schools to use alternative strategies to provide instruction to students of varying ability levels.”
Yet the process of detracking is anything but simple. Opposition by teachers who feel
unprepared to teach heterogeneous ability groups and by parents of high-achieving students often
derails attempts to detrack.”” Despite these challenges, some schools that have been able to fully
implement heterogeneous ability grouping provide optimistic perspective on the outcomes
detracking could produce. In “Classroom Integration and Accelerated Learning through
Detracking,”’® Carol Burris and Kevin Welner analyze the case of South Side High School,
which aimed to increase incoming minority and low-income student achievement by working
with the middle school to provide more rigorous instruction to traditionally low-track students.
The schools began by first eliminating just the lowest academic track, but they saw their most
compelling results when they eliminated all tracks and taught students a rigorous curriculum in
heterogeneously grouped classes, accompanied by small-group support classes and after-school
tutoring. Between the start of the schools’ detracking process in 1995 and full implementation in

2000, South Side High African American and Latino students’ pass rate on the state exam rose

from 42% to 83%, while the state average moved only from 18% to 27%. By 2009, 95% of
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minority students at South Side High passed the state exam.” White and Asian students in the
detracked classes also outpaced the state growth rate, improving their pass rates from 84% to
97% between 1995 and 2000. In short, South Side High school’s detracking process helped close
the achievement gap without harming the outcomes of high achievers.®°

Not all schools that attempt to detrack, however, are able to such positive outcomes. The
UChicago Consortium on School Research,® for example, found that in urban contexts with less
resourced schools, detracking may have negative effects on high-achieving minority students.
This is thought to occur due to many urban schools’ lack of the types of resources vital to
successful detracking implementation, including teacher professional development on teaching
multiple ability levels and heightened supports for low-achieving students. In turn, detracking at
these schools often results in heterogeneously-grouped classes that are of lower quality than the
former high-achieving tracks. Thus, data from the Consortium speak to the importance of careful
implementation of the detracking process with high levels of support.

Schools can take several measures to ensure detracking runs smoothly and produces
positive outcomes for all students. Factors considered essential to detracking’s success include
stable school leadership committed to the process, professional development and support for
teachers as they adjust to heterogeneous ability groups, the elimination of just the lowest track
before gradually eliminating tracks altogether, extra supports for low-achieving students, and

active listening and responsiveness toward parental concerns.®? Crucially, infrastructure to
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maintain these supports must remain in place long-term, allowing schools to adjust to their
unique new situations in a process that may take several years.®® Through these efforts, schools
can both demonstrate a commitment to equity and improve student outcomes.
Conclusion: Desegregation in a Contentious Political Climate

If serious attention is paid to the prevention of race- and class-based tracking, with
schools putting into place extra supports for struggling students and careful professional
development designed to prepare teachers to work with a new, more diverse student population,
then projects that integrate advantaged and disadvantaged student populations have high
potential to close the racial and socioeconomic achievement gap. In fact, according to Richard
Kahlenberg, the only other school reform that has as large a return to investment as integration is
high-quality early childhood education.®* Yet, as history has repeatedly shown, integration is also
one of the most hotly contested reforms, often provoking severe political backlash in the
communities where it is proposed. During the era of court-mandated desegregation the 1960s
through the 1980s, the overt hostility and aggression by white families and political elites made
many black families question whether integration was worth the pain they experienced.®® And
today, though less overt, the opposition towards desegregation is still politically powerful and
often quite vitriolic. For example, the Wake County school system’s socioeconomic integration
plan, despite its many successes, has spent years at the center of fierce political debate. When a
group of conservatives who fiercely opposed the integration project were backed by the Tea
Party and the Koch Brothers in 2009, they overtook the school board and promptly dismantled

the desegregation plan. Although support from the NAACP and Arne Duncan and publicity from
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the Washington Post and Colbert Report eventually turned public favor away from the new
school board and led to their replacement with pro-desegregation members,®® the district still has
not fully returned to its previous levels of socioeconomic equity.®” To avoid this fate,
desegregating schools must maintain lines of communication between advocates, community
groups, parent groups, and district officials in order to deliver a strong message about the
benefits of their plan.?® Decades of research have shown that students at racially isolated schools
with high concentrations of poverty have poor academic and long-term life outcomes, while
racial and socioeconomic desegregation has the potential to mitigate these disparities.
Desegregation may also benefit middle class and white children, whose thinking is enhanced
through engagement with viewpoints different from their own, and who will display fewer
implicit biases and the suboptimal performance such biases entail. Further, through positive
experiences with inter-race and inter-class groups, children will be more prepared for and
comfortable with the diversity inherent in the 21st century global marketplace. However, for
lasting success, integrating schools need long-term plans for teacher development and supports
for struggling students, guided by stable and committed school leadership.

As this review has shown, the conclusion that separate is not equal rings just as true today
as it did 62 years ago during Brown v. Board of Education. Unfortunately, as the Ogden
International and Jenner Academy for the Arts currently stand, the stark contrast between these
two schools represents the continued socioeconomic and, to some extent, racial segregation that
belies the American public school system’s supposed commitment to equal opportunity. Yet the

advocates for a merger of these two schools provide hope that equity is within reach. By ending
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the isolation of the most vulnerable students from those who are most advantaged, Ogden and
Jenner can potentially augment the academic achievement of low-income minority students and
enhance the educational experience of middle- to upper-income and white students, while

serving as a role model for other schools across the country.



