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The Social Science Case for School Integration 

Genevieve Siegel-Hawley  

On the 66th anniversary of Brown v. Board of Education, the Government Accountability 

Office (GAO), at the request of Congressman Bobby Scott and former Congressman John 

Conyers, released a detailed national analysis of contemporary school segregation and its 

consequences. The findings were stark and damning.  Between 2000 and 2013, the number of 

students attending schools in which more than 75% of students were low income and black or 

Hispanic more than doubled, to 8.4 million.  Racial and economic polarization also was evident: 

16 percent of all public schools in the U.S. served high shares of racial minorities and students in 

poverty, while another 16 percent served low shares.1  Similar trends hold true for Virginia; the 

state has experienced a 60% increase in racially and economically isolated schools in little more 

than a decade.2  These schools are heavily concentrated in Virginia’s metropolitan communities. 

Decades of research from multiple disciplines, including education policy, economics, 

social psychology, sociology, higher education and history, indicate that racially segregated 

schools of concentrated poverty harm academic achievement and educational and life outcomes.3 

A similar array of research indicates that students of all backgrounds benefit from well-designed 

diverse schools that guard against second-generation segregation within the building.  These 

benefits accrue along academic, social and civic lines, occur in both the short- and long-term and 

matter for individuals and for society.4  Evidence shows that low income and black students in 

diverse schools experience positive outcomes above and beyond these dimensions, to include: 

higher academic achievement, increased educational and occupational attainment, attendance at 

high quality college, higher earnings, reduced likelihood of incarceration and better health in 

adulthood.5   

                                                           
1 United States Government Accountability Office (2016 April). Better use of information could help agencies 

identify disparities and address racial discrimination. Washington, D.C.: United States Government Accountability 

Office (GAO-16-345). Retrieved 12/11/17 at: https://www.gao.gov/assets/680/676745.pdf. 
2 Chris Duncombe and Michael Cassidy. “Increasingly Separate and Unequal in U.S. and Virginia Schools,” The 
Commonwealth Institute, November, 2016, http://www.thecommonwealthinstitute.org/wp-
content/uploads/2016/12/separate_unequal_v4_CORRECTED.pdf 
3 See, e.g., Robert Linn and Kevin Welner, ed., “Race-Conscious Policies for Assigning Students to Schools: 
Social Science Research and the Supreme Court Cases. Committee on Social Science Research Evidence on 
Racial Diversity in Schools,” National Academy of Education (NJ1) (Washington DC, 2007). 
4 See, e.g., Roslyn Mickelson, and Mokubung Nkomo, “Integrated Schooling, Life-Course Outcomes, and Social 

Cohesion in Multiethnic Democratic Societies,” Review of Research in Education 36 (2012): 197-238. Maureen 

Hallinan, “Diversity Effects on Student Outcomes: Social Science Evidence,” Ohio State Law Journal 59 (1998), 

733-754; Roslyn Mickelson, “Twenty-First Century Social Science on School Racial Diversity and Educational 

Outcomes,” Ohio State Law Journal 69 (2008), 1173-1228. 
5 Rucker Johnson, “Long-run Impacts of School Desegregation and School Quality on Adult Attainments.” NBER 

working paper #16664, revised August 2015; See also Jomills Braddock and Tamela Eitle, “The Effects of School 

Desegregation,” in Handbook of Research on Multicultural Education, eds. James Banks and Cherry Banks. (New 

York: John Wiley & Sons, 2004), 828-846;; Jacob Vigdor and Jens Ludwig, “Segregation and the Black-White Test 

Score Gap” (National Bureau of Economic Research,Working paper No. 12988, 2007); Amy Stuart Wells, and 
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Distinguished from numerical diversity in schools—though that’s a precondition—

integration requires intentional commitment to continually bringing students and families 

together on a level playing field, working toward shared goals, guided by supportive authorities 

like teachers, leaders and caregivers.6  Whether or not a child’s school is integrated matters for 

several critical, interrelated reasons, all of which align with the Virginia Board of Education’s 

comprehensive plan. First, school integration promotes stronger learning and fosters skills 

needed for a thriving workforce. Second, it reduces prejudice and opens up access to the 

multifaceted information and opportunities that flow through social worlds. These two outcomes 

relate to a third: school integration strengthens citizenship for our multiracial democracy. Finally, 

integration creates more equitable access to key educational resources like high quality, engaging 

curricula, strong, diverse teachers and funding. When it comes to the material and human 

resources that matter most for schools, diverse schools fare better than racially segregated, high 

poverty ones.  

1. Integrating schools promotes stronger learning and fosters skills needed for a 

thriving workforce  

Diverse schools and classrooms set the stage for stronger learning outcomes across all 

student groups. Students with different ways of seeing and thinking about the world, based on 

differing experiences moving through it, add depth, creativity and nuance to schoolwork that 

homogeneous settings simply can’t produce.  Diverse schools and classrooms nurture critical and 

creative thinking, collaboration and communication. In short, the attributes linked to interacting 

with a diverse group embody what Virginia’s General Assembly requested when it instructed the 

Board to create the Profile of a Virginia Graduate.7   

Yet recent polling data suggests that while all families overwhelmingly value racially 

diverse learning environments, they may not be fully aware of their many positive academic 

attributes.8 Seventy percent would prefer their child went to a racially diverse school, but only 

about fifty percent think that diversity is important for learning.9 

Katherine Phillips, a social psychology professor in the business school at Columbia, 

begs to differ. She compares participation in diverse groups to “going to the gym for your mind,” 

                                                           
Robert Crain “Perpetuation Theory and the Long-Term Effects of School Desegregation,” Review of Educational 

Research 6 (1994): 531-555. 
6 Allport, G. (1954). The nature of prejudice. Reading, MA: Addison Wesley; powell, john a. (2005). Towards an 

‘Integrated’ Theory of Integration. In Orfield, G. and J. Boger (Eds.), School Resegregation: Must the South Turn 

Back? Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press; Schofield, J. (1995). Review of research on school 

desegregation’s impact on elementary and secondary students. In J.A. Banks and C.A. McGee Banks (Eds). 

Handbook of Research on Multicultural Education (pp. 597-617). New York: McMillan. 

 

 
7 http://www.doe.virginia.gov/boe/plan/comprehensive-plan.pdf 
8 2017 National PDK Poll, Communities in Schools (August 2017), https://www.communitiesinschools.org/press-

room/resource/2017-national-pdk-poll/ 
9 Ibid.  

https://www.communitiesinschools.org/press-room/resource/2017-national-pdk-poll/
https://www.communitiesinschools.org/press-room/resource/2017-national-pdk-poll/
https://www.communitiesinschools.org/press-room/resource/2017-national-pdk-poll/
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finding that participants prepare more intensively for work in a diverse group, partly in 

anticipation that consensus might be more difficult to reach.  During group work sessions, 

members consider multiple points of view on an issue, often simultaneously.10 Positions are 

explicated more carefully and conflicts force participants to grapple with new ideas.   

Similarly, Scott Page, a researcher at the University of Michigan, has been examining and 

trumpeting the value of diverse teams for more than a decade. His careful mathematical models 

applied to higher education and industry reveal a “diversity bonus” for diverse teams working 

together on difficult problems. Creative solutions are readier when team members bring 

heterogeneous perspectives and expertise to an issue.11 Confirming evidence flows from different 

sectors and multiple disciplines, including sociology, psychology, economics and demography.12 

Higher education has grasped the learning potential embedded in diverse classes for over 

a century. Its early emphasis on educational diversity came with approach of the Civil War. The 

Harvard president at the time urged universities to consider enrolling students from different 

regions of the country “to remove prejudice by bringing them into friendly relations.”13 

Following the war, a subsequent Harvard president sought diversity in admissions to foster “the 

wholesome influence that comes from observation of and contact with people different than 

ourselves.”14  

Studies from higher education shows that exposure to diverse classmates tends to trigger 

something called “cognitive disequilibrium,” or the disconnect between prior beliefs and new 

information.  Higher-order thinking15 and stronger integrative complexity16 are the result. 

Higher education law and literature also point to the link between student body diversity 

and the legitimacy of our institutions. In Sweatt v. Painter, one of the lawsuits preceding Brown, 

the court ruled against segregated law schools, saying a law school “cannot be effective in 

                                                           
10 Robert Lount, Jr., & Katherine W. Phillips, “Working Harder with the Out-group: The Impact of Social Category 

Diversity on Motivation Gains,” Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 103, no. 2 (2007): 214-

224; Katherine W. Phillips and Denise Lewin Loyd, “When Surface and Deep-level Diversity Collide: The Effects 

on Dissenting Group Members, Organizational Behavior and Human Decision Processes 99, no. 2 (2006): 143-60.; 

Katherine W. Phillips, Katie Liljenquist, and Margaret A. Neale, “Is the Pain Worth the Gain? The Advantages and 

Liabilities of Agreeing with Socially Distinct Newcomers,” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 35, no. 3 

(2009): 336-50. 
11 Scott E. Page. The Diversity Bonus : How Great Teams Pay off in the Knowledge Economy. Our Compelling 

Interests (Series). 2017; Scott E. Page. The Difference: How the Power of Diversity Creates Better Groups, Firms, 

Schools and Societies (Princeton; Oxford : Princeton University Press, 2007). 
12 For a summary, see Katherine Phillips, “How Diversity Makes us Smarter,” 

https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/how-diversity-makes-us-smarter/ 
13 Neil Rudenstine, “Student Diversity in Higher Learning” in Diversity Challenged: Evidence on the Impact of 

Affirmative Action, ed. Gary Orfield (Cambridge: Harvard Education Press, 2001), 37. 
14 Ibid.  
15 Bowman, 2010; Patricia Gurin, Defending Diversity Affirmative Action at the University of Michigan. (Ann 

Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2004). 
16 Antonio, Anthony et al,  “Effects of Racial Diversity on Complex Thinking in College Students,” Psychological 

Science 15 (2004): 507-510. 
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isolation from the individuals and institutions with which the law interacts.”17 This extends 

across many other sectors, including government, education and business. In our diversifying 

society, if universities do not admit and graduate more students of color, linked in turn to 

equitable preparation in K-12, institutions that require postsecondary education for employment 

increasingly will be out of step with the populations they serve. 

While elementary and secondary schools often have been slower to understand 

diversity’s fundamental importance to learning, many of the same tenets hold true.18 As the 

conduit to the worlds of higher learning and work, any critical-thinking, cross-cultural or 

problem-solving skills that haven’t been developed during earlier education must be remediated 

later.  This is already the case.  In universities, students of color suffer “racial battle fatigue” 

around the repeated need to educate white peers who are meaningfully interacting across racial 

lines for the first time.19  In the workforce, in one year alone, Google spent $150 million on 

diversity and bias training initiatives.  Intel estimates spending $60 million a year for its five-

year diversity plan.20    

 In addition to better preparing students for learning, living and working in a multiracial 

society, diverse schools hold the advantage of positive peer effects. These are the varying 

outcomes linked to students’ friendships and social relationships within their cohorts.  Peers 

matter because they can positively influence views on going to school and class, completion of 

assignments and college enrollment.21 Peers can also have a negative impact; one study showed 

that knowing a close friend or acquaintance who drops out increases the chances of someone else 

in their peer group doing the same.22 Peer makeup further influences how adults interact with 

students, including teacher expectations, instructional level and family involvement.23 Multiple 

                                                           
17 Sweatt v. Painter U.S. 629 (1950) 
18 Amy Stuart, Lauren Fox, and Diana Cordova-Cobo Wells, “How Racially Diverse Schools and Classrooms Can 

Benefit All Students,” The Century Foundation (2006). https://tcf.org/content/report/how-racially-diverse-schools-

and-classrooms-can-benefit-all-students/?agreed=1 
19 Jeremy Franklin, William Smith, and Man Hung, “Racial Battle Fatigue for Latina/o Students: A Quantitative 

Perspective,” Journal of Hispanic Higher Education 13 (2014): 303-322.; Shaun Harper, Sylvia Hurtado, and Lori 

Patton, “Nine Themes in Campus Racial Climates and Implications for Institutional Transformation,” New 

Directions for Student Services 120 (2007): 7-24; Sylvia Hurtado and Deborah Faye Carter, "Effects of College 

Transition and Perceptions of the Campus Racial Climate on Latino College Students' Sense of Belonging," 

Sociology of Education 70, no. 4 (1997): 324-45; Angela Locks et al., "Extending Notions of Campus Climate and 

Diversity to Students' Transition to College," Review of Higher Education 31, no. 3 (2008): 257-85.; Tara Yosso et 

al., "Critical Race Theory, Racial Microaggressions, and Campus Racial Climate for Latina/o Undergraduates," 

Harvard Educational Review 79, no. 4 (2009): 659-90. 
20 Jessica Guyen, “Exclusive: Google Raising Stakes on Diversity,” USA Today, May 6, 2015, 

https://www.usatoday.com/story/tech/2015/05/05/google-raises-stakes-diversity-spending/26868359/ 
21 Richard D. Kahlenberg, All Together Now : Creating Middle-class Schools through Public School Choice. A 

Century Foundation Book (Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press, 2001). 
22Gregory J. Palardy, "High School Socioeconomic Segregation and Student Attainment," American Educational 

Research Journal 50, no. 4 (2013): 714-54. 
23 Russell Rumberger and Gregory Palardy, “Test Scores, Dropout Rates and Transfer Rates as Alternative 

Indicators of School Performance,” American Education Research Journal 41 (2005): 3–42; Christopher Jencks and 

Susan Mayer, “The Social Consequences of Growing Up in a Poor Neighborhood,” in Inner City Poverty in the 

United States, ed. L. E. Lynn Jr. and M. G. H. McGeary (Washington, D.C.: National Academy Press, 1990). 
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studies indicate peer composition is more important than even a child’s own socioeconomic 

standing entering school.24  

All students receive academic benefits in racially and economically diverse schools25 

though the benefits accumulate more sharply to historically disadvantaged groups.26 In diverse 

schools, low income black or Hispanic students experience higher academic achievement across 

multiple academic subjects, including math, science language and reading.27 Historically 

advantaged students who are both white and higher income tend to score well on tests regardless 

of peer composition. This may relate in part to the numerous resources—strong parental 

education, tutoring, after school and summer extracurricular activities—surrounding them 

outside of school.28   

A recent federal analysis on the racial achievement gap found that achievement—

measured by test performance on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), 

otherwise known as the Nation’s Report Card—was lowest for black and white students in 

schools with the highest concentrations of black students. However, after controlling for 

socioeconomic status, achievement differences between settings with high and low 

concentrations of black students disappeared for white students.  These recent findings 

specifically applied to white students attending racially isolated black schools, though multiple 

past studies of white student outcomes in desegregated schools indicate no declines and some 

gains in achievement.29   

More broadly, the racial achievement gap closed most rapidly and significantly during 

desegregation era, according to NAEP data.30 A state-level analysis of NAEP test scores from the 

                                                           
24James S. Coleman, Equality of Educational Opportunity (Coleman) Study (EEOS), 1966.; Geoffrey Borman and 

Maritza Dowling, "Schools and Inequality: A Multilevel Analysis of Coleman's Equality of Educational Opportunity 

Data," Teachers College Record 112, no. 5 (2010): 1201-246. 
25  Robert Linn and Kevin Welner, ed., “Race-Conscious Policies for Assigning Students to Schools: Social Science 

Research and the Supreme Court Cases. Committee on Social Science Research Evidence on Racial Diversity in 

Schools,” Robert Garda, “The White Interest in School Integration, “The Florida Law Review 63 (2011): 605. 
26 Roslyn Mickelson, School Integration and K-12 Outcomes: An Updated Quick Synthesis of the Social Science 

Evidence. National Coalition on School Diversity. (2016). 
27 David Armor and S. Watkins, “School Segregation and Black Achievement: New Evidence From the 2003 

NAEP,” in The Benefits of Racial and Ethnic Diversity in Elementary and Secondary Education, U.S. Commission 

on Civil Rights, 2006: 28–49; April Benner and Robert Crosnoe, “The Racial/Ethnic Composition of Elementary 

Schools and Young Children’s Academic and Socioemotional Functioning,” American Educational Research 

Journal 48, no. 3 (2011): 621-46.; Martha Bottia et al.,"Distributive Justice Antecedents of Race and Gender 

Disparities in First-Year College Performance," Social Justice Research 29, no. 1 (2016): 35-72;  Roslyn Mickelson, 

School Integration and K-12 Outcomes: An Updated Quick Synthesis of the Social Science Evidence. National 

Coalition on School Diversity. (2016); Carl Bankston  and Stephen J. Caldas, "Majority African American Schools 

and Social Injustice: The Influence of De Facto Segregation on Academic Achievement," Social Forces 75, no. 2 

(1996): 535-55.; Mark Berends, and Roberto Penaloza, "Increasing Racial Isolation and Test Score Gaps in 

Mathematics: A 30-Year Perspective," Teachers College Record 112, no. 4 (2010): 978-1007; 
28 Robert Putnam, Our Kids (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2015). 
29 See, e.g., Roslyn Mickelson, School Integration and K-12 Outcomes: An Updated Quick Synthesis of the Social 

Science Evidence. (Washington, DC: National Coalition on School Diversity). 
30 Magnunson and waldfogel  
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similarly found that states with the lowest segregation also report the narrowest achievement 

gap.31  Potential causal factors here, explored further below, include a more evenly distributed 

flow of consequential resources to desegregated schools.  

Peer effects research has often relied on narrowly defined outcomes for students, 

typically achievement on standardized tests.  Though accountability policies continue to ensure 

that test scores remain the currency of the day, the discussion of educational benefits as they 

relate to peer groups must be extended. Most standardized tests simply aren’t designed to 

measure significant learning outcomes linked to diversity—things like heightened creativity, the 

ability to see and relate to multiple points of view and comfort working across lines of difference 

to solve complex problems.  Increasingly, though, these are qualities valued by colleges and 

employers.32  

In addition to being overly focused on test results, peer effects research tends to overlook 

the many assets students of color carry into educational settings. In 2005, a researcher exploring 

how Hispanic students experienced higher education synthesized these assets into various forms 

of cultural wealth. Valuable assets linked to historically marginalized students included high and 

hopeful future aspirations, perseverance, grit, resistance to social inequality, adept linguistic 

communication and storytelling, strong familial and communal ties and the ability to 

comfortably traverse different social contexts.33 At the same time, the cultural wealth that non-

marginalized students bring to diverse settings remains important. Sonia Nieto, an education 

researcher at UMass-Amherst writes,  

The weight of cultural capital can’t be ignored. To do so would be both naïve and 

romantic because it would deny the reality that power, knowledge and resources are 

located in the norms of dominant cultures and languages. To imply that working class 

students and students from dominated groups need not learn the cultural norms of the 

dominant group is effectively to disempower the students who are most academically 

vulnerable.”34  

Fundamentally, exposure to and exchange of these different assets is valuable for all students.  

Diverse schools and classrooms lend themselves to contact with peers of differing racial 

and economic backgrounds. From that contact flows another realm of advantages linked to 

school diversity. These social advantages, which include reductions in prejudice and 

                                                           
31Jaekyung Lee, The Anatomy of Achievement Gaps: Why and How American Education Is Losing (but Can Still 

Win) the War on Underachievements (London: Oxford University Press, 2015).  
32 Amy Stuart Wells, Lauren Fox and Diana Cordova-Coba, How Racially Diverse Schools and Classrooms Can 

Benefit All Students. (Washington, DC: The Century Foundation, 2016), available at: 

https://tcf.org/content/report/how-racially-diverse-schools-and-classrooms-can-benefit-all-students/?session=1. 
33 Tara Yosso, “Whose Culture Has Capital? A Critical Race Theory Discussion of Community Cultural Wealth,” 

Race, Ethnicity and Education, 8 no. 1( 2005): 69–91. 
34 Sonia Nieto. Affirming Diversity : The Sociopolitical Context of Multicultural Education. (White Plains, N.Y.: 

Longman Publishers USA, 1996), 259 
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stereotyping, are more critical than ever in a rapidly diversifying society still Balkanized along 

racial and ethnic lines. 

2. Integrating schools reduces prejudice and integrates social worlds 

The social-psychological damages of racial separation formed a central rationale for the 

1954 Brown decision.  Citing studies from the field of psychology, the justices declared, “To 

separate them [black students] from others of similar age and qualifications solely because of 

their race generates a feeling of inferiority as to their status in the community that may affect 

their hearts and minds in a way unlikely ever to be undone.”35  

Kenneth and Mamie Clark, a pair of young, married African American social 

psychologists known for their cutting edge research on the relationship between segregation and 

self-esteem in young black children, produced much of the social science evidence informing the 

justices’ decision in Brown.  One set of experiments involved child preferences for baby dolls 

identical except for their skin color. Gathering groups of black children aged 3 to 7, the Clarks 

would ask questions about the racial identity of the dolls, the ones they liked most, and which 

ones “looked bad” or were a “nice color.”36 Most of the black children—even the youngest—

preferred the white dolls.  A related Clark study drew connections between school segregation 

and color consciousness, finding that black children in racially isolated schools were more aware 

of their race than black children in more diverse schools.37  

Experiments conducted by different researchers during the same time period confirmed 

and extended these results for both black and white children. One showed that an overwhelming 

majority of white children (89%) preferred white dolls, along with a significant majority (57%) 

of black children. This particular study also tested racial associations with housing and poverty; 

majorities of both races were more likely to provide the brown dolls with worn clothing and 

housing in an apartment unit instead of a brick single family home.38 Racial separation and the 

unequal footing it created, in other words, insidiously shaped children’s perceptions of 

themselves and others at a very early age. Though research on segregation’s psychological costs 

for white children also was submitted to the Court as part of the social science statement in 

Brown, the justices chose to focus solely on its damages for black children.39 Seven years after 

the Court’s ruling in Brown, Dr. Martin Luther King perhaps put it best, “segregation distorts the 

                                                           
35 Brown v Board of Education of Topeka U.S. 438 (1954). 
36 Richard Kluger. Simple Justice: The History of Brown v. Board of Education and Black America's Struggle for 

Equality. New York, NY: First Vintage Books, 1975, p. 317.  
37 Kenneth Clark and Mamie Clark, "Segregation as a Factor in the Racial Identification of Negro Pre-School 

Children," The Journal of Experimental Education 8, no. 2 (1939): 161-63. 
38 Marian Radke and Helen Tager, “Children’s Perceptions of the Social Roles of Negroes and Whites,” The Journal 

of Psychology, 1950. 
39 “Brown at 60,” NAACP Legal Defense and Educational Fund, 2014.  
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soul and damages the personality. It gives the segregator a false sense of superiority and the 

segregated a false sense of inferiority.”40  

In the 50s and 60s, both Dr. King and the Supreme Court recognized that systems of 

segregation operate through stigma and status inequality.  Segregation marked African 

Americans as inferior and thus not worthy of equal access to an array of educational, social, 

economic or political benefits.41 Physical separation fosters social separation—and this is where 

prejudice finds fertile soil. 

 Prejudice arises out of the human desire to understand ourselves as part of a group. It 

revolves around questions like “who am I?” and “where do I belong?” People are wired to define 

themselves as part of an in-group or an out-group (or an “us” versus a “them”).  Under damaging 

conditions like segregation, individuals in power are easily convinced of their own group’s 

superiority42 and work to exclude others from key resources and opportunities.43  

Integration, on the other hand, creates conditions that can redefine group contours. As 

Elizabeth Anderson, professor of philosophy at the University of Michigan, puts it in her book 

The Imperative of Integration, “By expanding the boundaries of “us” to include members of 

different social groups, integration turns in-group favoritism from an obstacle to a tool of 

interracial concord.”44  So if anxiety and fear fester with separation, empathy, care and trust grow 

with contact.  

Multiple studies confirm that school desegregation reduces prejudice and cultivates better 

relationships between groups.45 It is even more effective than living in a diverse neighborhood 

for developing positive attitudes toward out-groups.46 This is partly because, unlike more 

happenstance encounters in neighborhoods, school desegregation creates structured opportunities 

for cross-racial interactions and true interracial friendships.  Friendship is the most meaningful 

arena when it comes to attitudinal change; deeply knowing someone from a different group 

makes you more likely to extend that group the “us” treatment.47  

                                                           
40 Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. “Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” The Martin Luther King, Jr., 1963, 

https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/king-papers/documents/letter-birmingham-jail 
41 Charles Lawrence. “One More River To Cross” in Shades of Brown, ed. Derrick Bell (New York: Teachers 

College Press, 1980),  50 
42 Walter G. Stephan, and Cookie White Stephan, Improving Intergroup Relations (Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage 

Publications, 2001), 29 
43 Ibid.  
44 Elizabeth Anderson, The Imperative of Integration (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 2010),  123 
45 Peter Wood and Nancy Sonleitner, "The Effect of Childhood Interracial Contact on Adult Antiblack Prejudice," 

International Journal of Intercultural Relations 20, no. 1 (1996): 1-17.; Maureen Hallinan, “Diversity Effects on 

Student Outcomes: Social Science Evidence,” Ohio State Law Journal 59 (1998); Sandra Graham, Anke 

Munniksma, and Jaana Juvonen, ”Psychosocial Benefits of Cross-Ethnic Friendships in Urban Middle 

Schools,” Child Development, 2013; DOI: 10.1111/cdev.12159 
46 London School of Economics and the University of Bristol, 
47 Stephen C. Wright et al. “Including Others In the Self,” in The Social Self: Cognitive, Interpersonal, 

and Intergroup Perspectives, eds. Joseph P. Forgas and Kipling Williams (New York, 

NY: Psychology Press), 343-364. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/cdev.12159
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When students experience school desegregation early in life, it also increases the 

likelihood they will seek out desegregated spaces—in the form of postsecondary options, 

workplaces and neighborhoods—over the life course.48 This creates opportunities for 

perpetuation across generations.  Choosing a diverse neighborhood because of your own 

exposure to diversity increases the chances that your child will enroll in diverse schools linked to 

that neighborhood.49 

The stakes surrounding greater social integration couldn’t be higher.  The lack thereof 

represents a fundamental explanation for our growing inequality.  This is because social 

networks, understood as our webs of family, friends and acquaintances, shape access to 

opportunity across many related dimensions. Said differently, there’s truth to the old adage, “It’s 

not what you know, it’s who you know.”  In the swiftly diversifying U.S., social circles remain 

extremely separate.  Whites report the most segregated networks: a 2016 survey found that the 

average white American’s social circle was 91% white and just 1% black.  Fully three out of four 

whites report no people of color in their social networks.50   When our social circles are 

segregated, so too is the valuable information about schooling,51 neighborhoods52 and 

employment53 contained within them.  

Unequal rationing of opportunity is nurtured by the myopia formed in separate social 

worlds.54  If we surround ourselves only with people of similar backgrounds and perspectives, 

how can we embrace different lived experiences? And if we can’t understand our increasingly 

divergent realities, how will we muster the political will to tackle the democratic costs of 

inequality? 

3. Integrating schools strengthens citizenship for our multiracial democracy 

                                                           
48Amy Stuart Wells and Robert L Crain, "Perpetuation Theory and the Long-Term Effects of School 

Desegregation," Review of Educational Research 64, no. 4 (1994): 531-55.; Jomills Henry Braddock II, and James 

M. McPartland, "Social-Psychological Processes That Perpetuate Racial Segregation: The Relationship between 

School and Employment Desegregation," Journal of Black Studies 19, no. 3 (1989): 267-89.; Jomills Henry 

Braddock II, “Looking Back: The Effects of Court-Ordered Segregation,” in From the Courtroom to the Classroom 

: The Shifting Landscape of School Desegregation, eds. Claire Smrekar and Ellen B. Goldring (Cambridge, Mass.: 

Harvard Education Press, 2009). 
49 Roslyn Mickelson, The Reciprocal Relationship Between Housing and School Integration: Research Brief No. 7, 

Updated, National Coalition on Housing Diversity, 2011. 
50 Robert Jones,Juhem Navarro-Rivera, and Daniel Cox, “In Search of Libertarians in America,” PRRI. 2013. 

http://www.prri.org/research/2013-american-values-survey/.  
51 Annette Lareau and Kimberly A. Goyette, Eds., Choosing Homes, Choosing Schools (New York : Russell Sage 

Foundation, 2014); Holme, 2002; Johnson, 2006 
52 Ibid; Maria Krysan and Kyle Crowder, The Cycle of Segregation: Social Processes and Residential Stratification 
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Public schools serve many purposes.  Among the most central is preparation for life as a 

citizen in a democratic society.55 Schools teach students the history of our participatory 

democracy.  They illuminate the gap between how democracies function in reality and how they 

function in the ideal.  From there, students learn how to make informed decisions in service of 

democracy’s continuation.56   

This assumes, of course, that civics education remains an educational priority.  School 

integration matters here. Students in diverse, multiracial schools (serving 3-4 racial/ethnic 

groups) are more likely than students in segregated, high poverty schools to report opportunities 

to learn civil and political knowledge and skills, according to a Chicago survey of nearly 50,000 

students.57 Similarly, surveys of diverse schools in a number of districts around the country show 

that students of all backgrounds feel positively toward civic engagement.58  Civic learning 

opportunities in schools can offset lower civic participation in families and neighborhoods. But 

schools have to directly focus on citizenship outcomes, not just assume they will occur as a 

byproduct of being in a classroom community.  And teaching method matters too—instruction 

that includes opportunities for service learning, discussion of current events and regular 

discussion of controversial topics like race prompts the best outcomes.59  

As our democratic society becomes more multiracial and more unequal, school 

integration represents a key antidote to tribalism in our politics.  School integration can lead to 

greater social cohesion.60 A socially cohesive society is one that embraces the needs and views of 

all groups within it; one that helps its citizens see that their individual prosperity is dependent 

upon cooperation with a larger community.61  

How does school integration foster cohesion in a diverse democracy? As Roz Mickelson 

and Mokubung Nkomo point out in a highly detailed review of research, the answer to that 

question brings together many of the academic and social outcomes flowing from school 

integration.  Diverse schools and classrooms give students practice navigating across lines of 
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difference. They build perspective-taking and problem-solving skills in all groups. Discussions 

about democracy and its shortcomings tend to be richer, more complex and more empathic 

among diverse peers.  Diverse schools lead to higher educational and occupational attainment for 

historically marginalized students,62 which reduces inequality and allows for more even 

participation in the political process. They establish an early basis for citizens to interact on equal 

terms, helping students understand the crucial difference between generosity towards those in 

need and giving everyone what they need to succeed.63  Without equal status contact among 

different groups, it’s possible to do the former, much harder to do the latter.  

Ultimately, diverse schools can produce citizens and leaders who viscerally understand 

the struggles of groups beyond their own. Graduates have learned to see, understand and respond 

to the needs of others.64 They have practice constructing shared points of view.  They feel more 

accountable to and connected with a broad, rather than narrow, community of us.65 As two 

stakeholders wrote in their push for more equitable access to Montgomery County, Maryland’s 

competitive magnets, “We know that a more diverse student body would be indispensable to 

fostering a generation of compassionate, socially responsible learners and thinkers.”66  

4. Integrating schools encourages equitable access to high quality, engaging curricula 

School integration is related to the presence of more challenging curricula. In 2016, the 

federal report from the Government Accountability Office (GAO) found that, compared to more 

diverse settings, schools serving high shares (75% or more) of black, Hispanic and low income 

students offered far fewer advanced math and science courses at the middle and high school 

level.67 For instance, just under 50% of high poverty black and Hispanic schools offered 7th 

grade Algebra I, compared to 79% of low poverty black and Hispanic schools and 65% of 

diverse schools.68 Though the discrepancies narrowed somewhat when it came to 8th grade 

Algebra, they persisted—denying many middle school students in segregated high poverty black 

and Hispanic schools the opportunity to gain a foothold in challenging math classes. High 

poverty black and Hispanic schools were also much less likely to offer high school Advanced 
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Placement classes (which garner students college credit if they perform well on the assessment) 

or calculus and physics than other types of school settings.69  

The only exception to pervasive curriculum disparities was in the realm of gifted and 

talented classes. A slightly higher percentage of high poverty black and Hispanic schools (59%) 

offered gifted and talented coursework than low poverty black and Hispanic schools (55%). This 

may reflect a drift toward segregation within high poverty black and Hispanic schools as families 

vie for access to limited resources like gifted and talented programs.  

Indeed, segregation within schools has consistently undermined—but not erased—the 

benefits of desegregation.70  Sometimes referred to as second generation segregation, or tracking, 

the racially identifiable sorting of students into separate classrooms cordons off access to more 

complex curricula.  Lowest track classes suffer the most;71 in some diverse schools these 

learning spaces look much like instruction in segregated, high poverty settings.  School 

integration efforts thus involve tackling both external and internal educational inequalities. 

The stakes attached to unequal access to challenging curriculum are high.  These courses 

can better prepare students for participation in civic society, postsecondary pursuits, boost 

chances of college admission by padding Grade Point Averages (GPAs) and, in the case of 

successful Advanced Placement (AP) test performance, shave off the cost of higher education. 

Perhaps more fundamentally, high level courses lend themselves to more rigorous instruction 

and deep student engagement. 

A dramatic narrowing of the curriculum in schools and classrooms serving historically 

marginalized students is a significant byproduct of the standards and accountability movement. 

Teaching carefully tailored to content assessed by annual testing permeates high poverty schools 

and classrooms.  Some argue that this is appropriate; students must start with the basic skills 

before progressing to more complex and challenging material.72 Others worry, though, that 

steady doses of “drill and kill” instruction geared toward rote memorization foster stress and 

detachment from school.  

Take an example from a widely recognized teacher working under No Child Left Behind 

mandates in a racially segregated, high poverty Hartford city school.  As reported in Susan 

Eaton’s book about school desegregation efforts in Connecticut, the Hartford teacher had 

designed a captivating unit on monarch butterflies. It involved an intensive search and retrieval 
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mission, aided by magnifying glasses, for eggs scattered on neighborhood milkweed plants. 

Students watched as the eggs hatched and carefully tended caterpillar jars over the summer, 

sending their teacher postcards about metamorphosis. In the fall, they set the butterflies free. 

Eaton wrote, “Even the few [third grade] students whose anti-school defenses were already 

erected lowered their drawbridges for this lesson.”73 Yet as district pressure to perform well on 

the Connecticut Mastery Tests ratcheted up, lessons once animated by children’s budding 

interests and rich with expeditionary learning were squeezed out by formulaic writing drills and 

intensive test preparation. 

Intensive test preparation in racially segregated high poverty schools can be fueled by a 

desire to show that the racial or economic makeup of students doesn’t have to determine 

performance.  Romanticized by iconic movies like Stand and Deliver or Lean on Me, turning in 

strong, school-wide scores on testing become a rallying cry for students and staff alike.  In a 

policy environment that so heavily sanctions—and pillories—underperforming schools, those 

attitudes reflect some measure of self-preservation. But all of it rests on the assumption that tests 

accurately and solely reflect school-related inputs like strong teaching.  So many interrelated 

non-school factors—family socioeconomic status, neighborhood context, early years care and 

instruction, to name a few—also influence those scores.74 Perversely, schools serving high shares 

of students from historically marginalized communities have the most to overcome and often the 

fewest resources with which to do so.  

On the other side of the coin, schools and classrooms serving white and/or affluent 

students have viewed state-issued standardized tests as a floor, not a ceiling, for performance. 

This offers more freedom for creative exploration in classrooms and more time to bring material 

to life. A survey of school leaders in the aftermath of No Child Left Behind found that just one in 

five principals in low minority schools reported reduced time for the arts, compared to one in 

three principals in high minority schools.75  Suburban districts were also less likely than urban 

ones to decrease instructional time for subjects other than math or language arts.   

With the advent of the more rigorous Common Core standards, however, even the most 

privileged schools began to zero in on content and test preparation.  Massachusetts was the only 

state where about half of tested students previously had reached proficiency under the higher 

Common Core bar; in almost every other the vast majority were set up to fail.76 In New York, 

after about 70 percent of students flunked the new Common Core aligned tests, a wave of 

protests took the form of the “opt out” movement. Roughly one in five New York students did 
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not take a required standardized test by 2015. And more affluent districts reported higher 

percentages of students opting out.77 

This aspect of the backlash against the Common Core raises an interesting question: If 

our nation’s most advantaged families do not think heavy emphasis on test preparation is in the 

best interests of their kids and schools, why should it be considered good policy for anyone else?  

5. Integrating schools improves equitable access to strong, diverse teachers 

Strong teachers, as the Virginia Board of Education has recognized, are among the most 

influential in-school factors when it comes to student performance.78 The ingredients that go into 

strong teaching include some combination of experience, subject matter expertise, rigor and 

quality of training, adept verbal communication and warmth.79  

We know that good teachers are crucial to student success and what characteristics define 

them.  We also know that, despite their fundamental importance to student opportunity, quality 

teachers are perhaps the most unevenly distributed resource in the educational landscape.   

Within schools, experienced, high quality teachers are differentially sorted across 

classrooms, with the strongest instructors often serving the least challenging classrooms.80  These 

same patterns emerge on a much broader scale within school systems.81 Teachers in struggling, 

segregated schools get paid the least, miss the most days of work and turn over frequently.82  
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Punitive accountability and assessment systems, already indicted for stifling creative and 

challenging curricula, additionally harm teacher hiring and retention efforts in schools serving 

high concentrations of students in poverty. Once these schools are branded an accountability 

failure, it’s much more difficult for them to attract and hold strong teachers with plentiful options 

for employment in less stressful environments.83   

More racially and economically diverse schools, on the other hand, tend to attract 

stronger teachers.84  During a time of growing racial mismatch between faculties and students, 

diverse schools are more likely to report diverse faculties. A survey of more than 1,000 U.S. 

teachers found that schools in which African American or Hispanic students made up between 40 

and 90 percent of the enrollment reported lower shares of white teachers relative to the national 

average.85  In 2005, at the time of the study, white teachers accounted for more than 85 percent 

of the national teaching force but between 62 and 82 percent of teachers in racially diverse 

schools. Teachers in stably diverse schools also reported more positive student interactions and 

school-community relationships.86 

Racially diverse faculties are essential for a number of reasons. They can help model 

effective cross-racial teamwork and interactions.87 They create stronger teams in general, 

because diversity brings new perspectives and insight to complex challenges.88  They send the 

message that teachers and leaders can and should come from any racial background. They reach 

students with a diverse array of perspectives, needs and learning styles because they themselves 

are diverse.89 Teachers of color on diverse faculties additionally offer support systems for 
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families and students of color in the school,90 have higher expectations of students of color,91 

produce higher achievement92 and are more likely to recommend students of color for gifted and 

talented courses than white teachers.93  

Despite their myriad benefits, racially diverse faculties are all too rare.  Many black 

teachers in the South lost their jobs during the early days of court-ordered desegregation.94  

Teacher credentials became more salient during this era, a discrimination tactic that effectively 

thinned the ranks of African American faculty.95  Past discrimination maps onto contemporary 

struggles to recruit and retain teachers of color.  College enrollment rates and certification and 

credentialing requirements remain a barrier, as does the diminished status of the teaching 

profession, the low pay and the funneling of teachers of color into segregated schools struggling 

with accountability sanctions.96   

A central takeaway is that teacher demographics strongly relate to student demographics. 

Just as schools with diverse student bodies are linked to diverse faculties, schools with 

homogeneous student bodies are linked to homogeneous faculties. Intensely segregated white 

schools (where black and Hispanic students made up less than 10 percent of the enrollment) 

reported in 2006 that 96% of the teachers were white, on average. In intensely segregated 

nonwhite schools (where white students made up less than 10% of the enrollment), white 

teachers accounted for just 38% of the faculty. Early on, courts recognized the mutually 

reinforcing impact of student and teacher segregation.97  

An example from Charlotte-Mecklenburg brings these teacher-student dynamics to life. 

In 2001, a federal district judge declared Charlotte Mecklenburg Schools free from court 
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oversight of desegregation despite broad public opposition.98 A policy that prioritized choice and 

neighborhood-based student assignment swiftly resegregated students.99 Economist Kirabo 

Jackson at Northwestern University used the student assignment policy shift to assess whether or 

not teachers also resegregated. He found that schools enrolling higher shares of black students 

after desegregated ended saw a decline in high quality teachers (defined by years of experience 

and performance on certification tests). High quality white and black teachers were more likely 

to leave schools with significant proportions of black students, though the teachers that remained 

were disproportionately black.100  

6. Integrating schools improves educational outcomes by equalizing funding 

Three decades before the resegregation that made Kirabo Jackson’s research on student-

teacher dynamics possible, Charlotte stood poised to implement one of the nation’s farthest 

reaching city-suburban school desegregation plans. Within the city, West Charlotte High, a 

segregated black school, prepared for the first time to open its doors to both white and black 

students. When they opened, the school boasted new paved parking lots, two tennis courts, and a 

completely overhauled interior.101  A West Charlotte student who graduated one year prior to the 

desegregation-related upgrades said,  

It took integration to get the parking lots paved. Those gravel parking lots had been out 

there for years, and we had asked and asked for paved parking lots…and then I come 

back when I’m in college, we’re one of the model schools and everything’s paved, the 

office is immaculate. And I’m like, what a difference a day makes.102 

With desegregation, then, came a swift effort to equalize grossly disparate material resources in 

Charlotte. Those disparities rigidly and intentionally defined segregated education despite the 

Supreme Court’s 1896 “separate but equal” doctrine. Fully funding a dual system of public 

schools for children living in the same geographic area was expensive, even if white political 

will had existed to do so. The result: when public schools for black children were provided at all, 

they were characterized by highly disparate funding.  In the deep South, states typically spent 

five to six times as much on white students, ranging from $31 to $37 per white student compared 

to $5 to $7 per black student.103  
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Even when northern philanthropic associations stepped into fill the void in public 

financing for black education in the South, black communities had to provide matching dollars.  

They did, often at great expense.  In Alabama, the Rosenwald Fund helped pay for the 

construction of nearly 350 schools during the early 1900s. Of the total $905,545 spent building 

the schools, rural black communities, comprised largely of tenant farmers, raised nearly 

$350,000. The Rosenwald Fund contributed nearly $200,000. White taxpayers offered about 

$68,000; black taxpayers roughly $292,000.104 Black citizens thus bore the financial brunt of a 

system of public school segregation designed to blunt access to the same opportunities afforded 

white citizens. 

Early legal strategies to dismantle government-sponsored segregation focused on forcing 

states to equalize spending on white and black schools, reasoning the outlay would be 

prohibitively expensive.105 After a series of victorious lawsuits demanding  truly equal facilities 

for black and white students in higher education, NAACP lawyers turned to the K-12 arena. 

Would they continue a case-by-case strategy of litigating starkly unequal facilities? Or would 

they strike at segregation itself? Despite serious internal misgivings, in 1950 Thurgood Marshall 

helped convince the NAACP’s leadership that a direct attack on segregation should guide the 

organization’s legal strategy for elementary and secondary public education.106 This battle 

culminated in the five cases that made up the unanimous 1954 Brown v. Board of Education 

decision outlawing state-sponsored segregation.   

The “linked fates” theory of school desegregation held in part that equalization of 

educational resources would occur once the fortunes of white students were bound up with 

students of color.107 In other words, sending black and white students to the same schools would 

increase the likelihood of more equal educational investment (fiscal and otherwise) across all 

schools.108 So it would become harder to sustain inequitable policies or practices for some 

schools when children of diverse backgrounds were more evenly distributed across all of them. 

Desegregation was and continues to be at least partly about resource equalization. 

 If facility upgrades like those at West Charlotte High represented one dimension of 

equalization by virtue of school desegregation; reduced pupil to teacher ratios and higher per-

pupil expenditures represented others.  These resources mattered.  One sophisticated study 

pointed to smaller class sizes and higher per pupil spending as potential causal mechanisms for 

an array of long-term benefits for black graduates of desegregated schools.109 Using large-scale 
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datasets containing information on the life trajectories of black children born between 1945 and 

1970, the researcher concluded that experiencing school desegregation meant increased 

educational and occupational attainment, attendance at better colleges, higher earnings and better 

health outcomes. It also reduced the likelihood of incarceration.110 Multiple other studies confirm 

these findings.111  Moreover, desegregation had an intergenerational effect. Having a black 

parent who attended desegregated schools was linked to higher achievement and attainment for 

the next generation.112 That bears repeating: higher educational attainment linked to school 

desegregation persisted across generations of black families, underscoring both the importance of 

desegregation for social mobility and the role parent education plays in reproducing outcomes 

for children, grandchildren and beyond. 

Conclusion 

School segregation is a root cause of educational inequality. As we’ve seen, its roots 

reach deep into intersecting issues of interest to the Board. These include the quality of learning 

outcomes and preparation for the 21st century workforce, meaningful civic education, school 

accountability, teacher diversity and quality and school funding.   

It matters that schools reach and shape the youngest members of society. Lessons in 

equality and inequality learned here, as children, reverberate for many years. To expect that 

schools can singlehandedly unwind the damages of segregation in other realms of life would be 

naïve. Still, schools can and should play a role in confronting larger societal damages.  

We have numerous successful examples of policies that work to voluntarily integrate 

schools. Many of these contemporary strategies are rooted in equitable school choice. They 

involve the creation of attractive, school-wide thematic or programmatic offerings, strong 

outreach, the provision of free transportation, diversity goals that help ensure schools roughly 

reflect the communities they serve and the well-designed use of weighted lotteries to govern 

admission.113  Other policy avenues include implementing systems of managed choice, devising 

school transfer and/or turnaround strategies that promote diversity and reduce racial isolation, 
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redrawing attendance boundaries with an eye toward creating diverse schools114 and coordinating 

school and housing efforts to promote integration in both spheres.115  

State governments are meaningfully positioned to lead on school integration. Increased 

flexibility permitted by ESSA, a capacity to convene relevant stakeholders and incentivize 

integration through competitive grant priorities, regulatory processes and/or guidance and access 

to the bully pulpit make state governments central to future integration efforts.  

The stakes continue to rise; without meaningful action we run the risk of deepening our 

political, economic and racial polarization. 
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