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FOREWORD

In 2002, the national debate about education has been focused on the
issues related to the use of public money to support private and reli-

gious education. Would schools work better if parents “shopped” for
them as consumers? Or, does the premise that the state has a responsi-
bility to educate future citizens still hold true? The June Supreme Court
decision in the Cleveland voucher case potentially cleared the way for
struggles throughout the nation between opponents and advocates of
such private funding mechanisms. Somewhat astonishingly, the presi-
dent went so far as to liken the Court ’s decision as similar in import a n c e
to the landmark B ro w n v. B o a rd of Education decision ending school
s e g regation in the South. Education secre t a ry Rod Paige went further to
suggest that vouchers are part of “a new civil rights revolution” that
could help liberate blacks along the lines of the Brown ruling. But for
those who must grapple with the mission of improving education in
those school systems with serious problems, it is not clear that these
cases are similar. 

The unequal character of elementary and secondary educational
o p p o rtunity in the nation is scarcely likely to be re d ressed by the Court
decision or by the generally modest grants (vouchers) envisioned to
u n d e rwrite nonpublic schools. If our nation is serious about re i n v e n t i n g
the goals of Brown for the twenty-first century, we will need to think a
great deal more imaginatively than the simplistic notions of privatiza-
tion and competition that underpin support for vouchers.

In the first place, the “promise” of vouchers is premised on the
notion that they eventually will be used by a great many American
e l e m e n t a ry and secondary schoolchildren. As of this writing, however,
vouchers are available to only one-tenth of one percent of public school
students and there f o re are a negligible factor in education policy
(although they obviously have a dispro p o rtionate effect on the political
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debate). Many questions about the potential for voucher systems to
g row dramatically are, at this point, unanswered, particularly those
relating to how vouchers could be expanded to a scale that was signif-
icant. More o v e r, if, as many fear, vouchers wind up “creaming” the best
students and most discriminating parents away from public schools, is it
possible that their expansion will actually take us further away fro m
the goals of Brown? 

So far, experience with voucher programs hardly supports the com-
parison to B ro w n. In fact, in the years following that 1954 decision,
private school vouchers were used as a means to circumvent desegre-
gation. Most voucher schemes today make no conscious efforts to pro-
mote integration, and experience from other countries suggests vouchers
will lead to more stratification by class and race, not less. In other
w o rds, despite the recent Court decision and the claims of voucher
advocates, it is still reasonable to assume that the large-scale solutions
to American education issues—if they are to come at all—will come
within the framework of public school systems. And, that was the wise
premise adopted by this Task Force. 

The members of the Task Force accept the legitimate premise of
voucher supporters—that it is unfair to trap poor children in failing
schools—but recognize that large-scale solutions to America’s education
issues will come from providing choice within the public school sys-
tem, where 90 percent of American children are educated and where
public policy measures can help ensure that choice promotes equal
o p p o rt u n i t y. At a time when our nation is more diverse than ever
b e f o re, when education is more important than ever before, and public
education is under attack as never before, the Task Force sets out a
timely blueprint for restoring the American common school.

Education policy has long been part of the agenda of The Century
Foundation. Our education task force re p o rts include Making the Grade,
which examined federal elementary and secondary education policy in
the early 1980s, and Facing the Challenge, an analysis of school gover-
nance issues conducted in the early 1990s. In recent years, we have
published Carol Ascher, Norm Fru c h t e r, and Robert Bern e ’s H a rd
Lessons: Public Schools and Privatization; Richard Rothstein’s The Way
We We re? The Myths and Realities of America’s Student Achievement;
Gordon MacInnes’s white paper, “Kids Who Pick the Wrong Parents
and Other Victims of Voucher Schemes”; and Raising Standards or
Raising Barriers? Inequality and High-Stakes Testing in Public Education,
edited by Gary Orfield and Mindy Korn h a b e r. Given the new attention

vi Divided We Fail



to school policy in Washington, the work of this Task Force is an espe-
cially timely addition to our efforts in this area. 

In the future, we will be publishing a book by Joan Lombardi on
the need to redesign child care to promote education, support families,
and build communities; a book by Richard Rothstein and James Guthrie
on school financing; and a collection of papers on low-income students
in higher education.

The Task Force would not have been possible were it not for the
leadership of Richard Kahlenberg, a Century Foundation fellow spe-
cializing in education issues. Author of All Together Now: Cre a t i n g
Middle-Class Schools through Public School Choice and editor of The
Century Foundation’s collection of essays, A Notion at Risk: Preserving
Public Education as an Engine for Social Mobility, he provided both stru c-
ture and substance to the work of a first rate group of national experts
in the field. In fact, although The Century Foundation has sponsored
n u m e rous studies on a host of public policy topics over the years, few of
those groups have matched this one in experience, intellect, and com-
mitment. 

The members of the Task Force benefited from the participation of
a number of experts who shared their knowledge and insights with
them. We thank Gordon Bruno, former executive director of the
Connecticut Center for School Change, who spoke about interd i s t r i c t
school choice; Ruy Teixeira, Century Foundation fellow, who re p o rt e d
on public opinion data relating to school integration and public school
choice; Maree Sneed of theWashington law firm of Hogan & Hart s o n ,
who spoke about San Francisco’s new eff o rts to promote socioeconomic
integration; Sandra Feldman, president of the American Federation of
Teachers, who discussed the role of teacher unions in promoting equi-
ty and integration; and Duncan Chaplin of the Urban Institute, who led
a discussion about the relationship between integration by race and
class. In addition, Edmund Gordon of Columbia University generous-
ly shared his re s e a rch on how to raise minority achievement within
economically and racially integrated schools. 

We especially want to thank the Spencer Foundation, our collab-
orator on this project, for providing a grant to underwrite the case stud-
ies on integration in Cambridge, St. Louis, La Crosse, and Wa k e
C o u n t y. These papers enrich the re p o rt that follows and we are indebt-
ed to the authors. Finally, the Task Force had the good fortune to attract
the time and attention of an extraordinary chairman, Lowell Weicker.
A former governor of Connecticut and U.S. senator, he married a deep
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understanding of education issues with uncommon sense about the pol-
icy environment in which change must take place. On behalf of the
Trustees of The Century Foundation, I thank him and his colleagues for
this important report.

Richard C. Leone, PRESIDENT

The Century Foundation
July 2002
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



T he past twenty years have seen an explosion in the education poli-
cy debate, with proposals ranging from raising academic standards to

lowering class size; from improving teacher training to promoting after-
school programs. But the current approach, shared in a bipartisan fash-
ion, begins by largely taking off the table for discussion the central
s o u rce of school inequality: economic and racial segregation. All of
h i s t o ry suggests that separate schools for poor and middle-class chil-
dren are inherently unequal. A child growing up in a poor family has
reduced life chances, but attending a school with large numbers of low-
income classmates poses a second, independent strike against him or
h e r. While some look at the stubborn link between poverty and
achievement and conclude that failure is inevitable, the members of
the Task Force believe that poor children, given the right enviro n-
ment, can achieve at very high levels. 

T h e re exists today a solid policy consensus that school segre g a-
tion perpetuates failure, and an equally durable political consensus that
nothing much can be done about it. Education re f o rmers take as a given
that schools will reflect residential segregation by class and race and
solutions are narrowly conceived to make separate schools more equal.
We believe the current path is seriously flawed. 

We fully recognize that the existing segregation of schools by class and
race is not an accident, but is in some measure a reflection of political
p o w e r. “Busing,” defined as compulsory assignment to non-neighborh o od
schools in order to achieve a given racial balance, is a political non-
st a rt e r. But there is another set of alternatives that avoids the politi-
cally unacceptable choice of compulsory busing on the one hand and
the socially unconscionable alternative of school segregation on the
o t h e r. The whole movement toward greater choice in public education
re p resents an opport u n i t y. If individual pre f e rences are balanced
against larger societal interests, the advent of choice can prove a boon
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for integration, because it provides an opportunity to disentangle resi-
dential segregation and school assignment. Public school choice can
help close the gap between the policy consensus on the need to inte-
grate and political consensus against compulsory busing.

We believe school integration is imperative, both to promote equal
o p p o rtunity and to forge social cohesion. Indeed, eliminating the harm-
ful effects of concentrated school poverty is the single most important step
that can be taken for improving education in the United States. Despite
years of trying, educators have found it extremely difficult to make schools
s e rving large numbers of low-income children provide high quality edu-
cation. While such schools exist—the Heritage Foundation found twenty-
one nationally—there are some eight thousand high-poverty schools that
the U.S. Department of Education calls underperf o rming. There are no
h i g h - p o v e rty school districts that perf o rm at high levels. This is not sim-
ply a function of home environment. All students—middle class and
p o o r — p e rf o rm worse in high-poverty schools. One Department of
Education study found that low-income children attending middle-class
schools perf o rm better, on average, than middle-class children attend-
ing high-poverty schools. Middle-class schools work, and that success
has been replicated thousands of times over.

We are also reminded, in the wake of the September 11 terrorist
attacks, of the critical role that American public schools can play in
f o rging unity amidst diversity and teaching common democratic values.
Americans invented “common schools”—schools educating childre n
of all diff e rent incomes, races, and religious backgrounds under one
roof—and today they must be reinvented to produce not only high-
skilled workers but also active citizens, loyal Americans, and tolerant
adults. 

We must act soon, for the problem of economic and racial school
s e g regation is getting worse, not better. American public elementary
schools became more economically segregated in the 1990s, a tre n d
that parallels the rise in economic segregation by residence between
1970 and 1990. The nation’s student population is two-thirds middle
class (not eligible for federal subsidized lunches), yet one-quarter of
American schools have a majority of students from low-income house-
holds. 

Nearly fifty years after B ro w n v. B o a rd of Education, m o re than 70
p e rcent of American blacks attend majority-minority schools, up from 63
p e rcent in the 1980–81 school year. Latinos, now the largest minority
g roup in the United States, are even more segregated in schools than are
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African Americans, with 76 percent of Latinos attending majority-
minority schools. Given the projected growth in the minority student
population, and the degree to which race drives economic segre g a t i o n ,
re s e a rch we commissioned finds that economic school segregation is
likely to increase by 2025 in all but six states. We are becoming two
Americas—one rich, one poor—and we will pay a steep price if we do
nothing to address this crisis.

Nearly twenty years ago, A Nation at Risk warned of a “rising tide
of mediocrity.” Policymakers responded with a number of initiatives,
and today most of our nation’s schools are on good footing. But many
are not, and almost invariably those schools that are identified as fail-
ing are ones struggling against the effects of economic segregation. We
feel compelled to sound the alarm over the worsening economic and
racial school segregation that members of both political parties have
p e rmitted. Opponents of public education have capitalized on the fail-
u re of segregated schools to argue for a system of private school vouch-
ers that will only further undermine the power of schools to pro v i d e
equal opportunity and social cohesion. The situation is dire. This is
hardly the time for “all deliberate speed.” We will never fully compete
educationally on the international stage unless we address the pro b-
lem of segregation that is particularly prevalent in the United States.

We recommend that federal, state, and local governments adopt
a policy goal of giving every child in America the opportunity to
attend an economically and racially integrated school. Every education
policy decision, from the funding of multibillion-dollar federal pro-
grams, to deciding where to draw a school boundary line, should seri-
ously weigh whether the action will promote or hinder the central
goal of integrated schools.

We acknowledge that there are serious obstacles to integration
and recommend a series of policies to overcome each of six significant
impediments. 

◆ TO O V E R C O M E L O G I S T I C A L C H A L L E N G E S—the geographical separation
of low-income and middle-class children—we recommend, first, a pol-
icy of public school choice, accompanied by fairness guidelines. Wi t h i n
given geographic regions, parents can rank pre f e rences among a variety
of schools, each of which has a distinctive curricular theme or teaching
a p p roach. School officials then honor those choices with an eye to pro-
moting integrated schools, a system now successfully employed in
Cambridge, Massachusetts; Montclair, New Jersey; and elsewhere. The
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idea is to draw zones large enough to be diverse, but small enough to
avoid transportation difficulties. Altern a t i v e l y, communities might
p romote integration using a system of public school choice that pro v i d e s
substantially greater funding to low-income children, with dollars trav-
eling with students to new schools, thereby making low-income stu-
dents attractive to middle-class communities. We also strongly advocate
inclusionary zoning policies of the kind used in Montgomery County,
Maryland, and a number of other communities to promote economic
housing integration. So long as 75 percent of American students are
assigned to neighborhood public schools, housing policy is school pol-
icy, and educators ignore that reality at their peril.

◆ TO OVERCOME THE POLITICAL CHALLENGES—the concerns middle-class
families may have with integration—we point to the large body of
re s e a rch that suggests middle-class students perf o rm successfully in inte-
grated settings and that all children benefit from exposure to diversity.
We advocate using proven incentives to lure low-income and middle-
class families to integrated settings through choice rather than coer-
cion. We note the powerful incentives for integration created by the
accountability movement, for we will never reach the ambitious goals
set so long as the system allows widespread segregation of students. And
we note the existence of four key political constituencies—teachers,
businesses, civil rights groups, and even the elderly—whose interests
align directly with eff o rts to ameliorate the negative effects of eco-
nomic and racial segregation. 

◆ TO O V E R C O M E N E W L E G A L C H A L L E N G E S against the use of race in student
assignment, we advocate a policy that first seeks integration by socio-
economic status—an unquestionably legal tool—and re s e rves the “nar-
rowly tailored” use of race for circumstances where employing economic
criteria does not promote sufficient racial diversity.

◆ TO O V E R C O M E J U R I S D I C T I O N A L C H A L L E N G E S—the separation of students
by existing school district lines, particularly between cities and sub-
urbs—we recommend that a mix of financial and legal levers be bro u g h t
to bear. Evidence from longstanding state-funded programs in Missouri,
Massachusetts, Connecticut, and elsewhere suggests that where states
provide the right financial incentives, suburban districts will embrace
c ross-district integration. We also recommend that private foundations
c o n c e rned about equal educational opportunity devote greater re s o u rc e s
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to a new generation of state constitutional litigation that provides the
most promising path for promoting integration across school district
lines in a post-Brown era.

◆ TO O V E R C O M E F I N A N C I A L O B S TA C L E S T O I N T E G R AT I O N—the fact that mid-
dle-class families are unlikely to send their children to schools in poor
n e i g h b o rh o ods unless those schools are well-funded—we advocate cou-
pling new investment with integration in a manner that avoids the old
integration versus spending debate. Either approach alone is likely to
fail: we reject the view that integration can occur without education
spending, just as surely as we reject the notion that spending without
integration is sufficient. Low-income schools are caught in a vicious
cycle: significant school improvement is unlikely to occur without a
strong middle-class presence in the school; but financial investments
must be made to lure middle-class families in the first place. We advo-
cate taking both issues on at once: investing in schools—modernizing
school facilities, reducing class sizes, improving teacher training—but in
tandem with conscious policies to promote integration. More gener-
ous education spending is not a substitute for integration; it is a pre-
requisite.

◆ TO OVERCOME WITHIN-SCHOOL OBSTACLES TO INTEGRATION, particularly
the tendency of integrated school buildings to re s e g regate into sepa-
rate classrooms, we oppose the use of rigid tracking, which holds poor
and minority children to a lower set of standards and serves as a self-ful-
filling prophecy of failure. Instead, we advocate limited use of ability
grouping, reserved for certain ages and certain courses, and consistent
with civil rights protections.

To be successful, a number of groups have an important role to
play in bringing about greater school integration, and the re p o rt of the
Task Force contains specific and concrete recommendations for the
federal government, state governments, local governments, and foun-
dations.

We close the re p o rt with highlights from case studies commis-
sioned by the Task Force. Each of these papers examines a school
d i strict that is successfully resisting the national trend toward re s e g re-
gation: La Crosse, Wisconsin, which has the nation’s oldest income
integration program; Wake County, North Carolina, which incorpo-
rates the city of Raleigh and surrounding suburbs in a single district
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that seeks to balance schools by income and achievement; Cambridge,
Massachusetts, whose longstanding “controlled choice” program marr i e s
public school choice with integration; and St. Louis, Missouri, home to
the nation’s largest inter-district integration program in which thou-
sands of urban students choose to attend suburban schools, and some fif-
teen hundred suburban children attend urban magnet programs.

We recognize that promoting economically and racially integrated
schools will not be easy, but just as voucher supporters doggedly try to
change American education, district by district, those of us who support
promoting equity in public education should engage the issue step by
step. We believe it is possible for a small number of districts that are
committed to integrated schools to lead the way. Building on one
another’s successes and learning from mistakes, they can begin to cre-
ate a new movement to make good, once and for all, on the radical
promise of American public education. The obstacles are formidable,
but the stakes are too high not to take action in the best interests of our
children.
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REPORT OF THE TASK FORCE



Nearly forty years ago, Alabama Governor George Wallace declared
in his inaugural address, “Segregation today, segregation tomor-

row, segregation forever.” Today, almost no American would embrace
what was once the reigning ethos, but the everyday reality lived by
millions of schoolchildren is not too far from Wallace’s vision. No
longer segregated by law, our nation’s schools are increasingly segre-
gated in fact—both by race and ethnicity and, increasingly, by eco-
nomic class. Our nation made great strides to eradicate segregated
schooling from the early 1970s to the mid-1980s, but since then we
have seen increasing racial and economic segregation, and almost no
o n e — f rom either political party—has articulated a clear plan for
addressing this disastrous trend.

The past twenty years have seen an explosion of education poli-
cy debates, over issues ranging from raising academic standards to low-
ering class size; from improving teacher training to promoting after-
school programs. But current discussions largely ignore the central
source of school inequality: segregation by class and race. All of histo-
ry suggests that separate schools, particularly for poor and middle-class
children, are inherently unequal. A child growing up in a poor family
has reduced life chances, but attending a school with large numbers of
low-income classmates poses a second, independent strike against him
or her. While some look at the stubborn link between poverty and
achievement and conclude that failure is inevitable, the members of
this Task Force believe that poor children, given the right environ-
ment in school, can achieve at very high levels.

There exists today a solid consensus among researchers that
school segregation perpetuates failure, and an equally durable consen-
sus among politicians that nothing much can be done about it.
Education reformers take as a given that schools will reflect residential
segregation by class and race and therefore any solutions are narrowly
conceived to make separate schools more equal. We believe that this
approach is seriously flawed.

We fully recognize that the existing segregation of schools by class
and race is not an accident, but is in some measure a reflection of politi-
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cal power. “Busing,” defined as compulsory assignment to non-neighbor-
h o od schools in order to achieve a given racial balance, is a political non-
s t a rt e r. But there is another set of alternatives that avoids the politically
unacceptable choice of compulsory busing on the one hand and the
socially unconscionable alternative of school segregation on the other.
The whole movement toward greater choice in public education re p re-
sents an opport u n i t y. If individual pre f e rences are honored in a way that
s e rves larger societal interests, the advent of choice would prove a boon
for integration, because it would provide an opportunity to disentangle
residential segregation and school assignment.  Public school choice can
help close the gap between the policy consensus on the need to integrate
and the political consensus against compulsory busing.

The first part of this report lays out why we believe school inte-
gration is the single most important step we can take to improve
excellence and equity in education. The second part grapples directly
with ways that the many obstacles to achieving integration might be
addressed. The third part looks at what a number of individual com-
munities are doing to promote more economically and racially inte-
grated schools. In all, the report suggests some paths, grounded in real
experience, toward restoring the integrated “common school”—envi-
sioned by nineteenth-century educator Horace Mann as the “great
equalizer”—for the twenty-first century.

THE IMPORTANCE OF SCHOOL INTEGRATION

The United States has a system of education that is working very well
for some students and dismally failing others.1 Low-income and
minority twelfth-graders read at about the same level as more affluent
and white eighth graders.2 Students in well-off suburban jurisdictions
such as Naperville, Illinois, and Montgomery County, Maryland, score
near the top in international math and science exams, while students
in low-income, urban districts such as Chicago and Rochester, New
York, test at the level of students in developing countries such as Iran.3

Our schools, which Americans historically have looked to as an
engine for social mobility, too often serve to perpetuate inequality.

Public officials, educators, and the media spend a great deal of
time trying to address these disparities and promote greater equality of
opportunity in education, but there is a stunning silence about what is
known to be a leading cause of educational inequality: the degree to
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which poor and middle-class American school children are taught in
separate settings.

We believe that school integration is imperative to promote
equal educational opportunity and to forge social cohesion; to pro-
mote individual achievement and to improve life chances; and to pro-
mote the community’s collective need for unity and tolerance.

Equality of Opportunity

Of all the various strategies available, re s e a rch suggests that the best
m e t h od for improving education in the United States is to eliminate the
h a rmful effects of concentrated school povert y. Despite years of try i n g ,
e d ucators have found it extremely difficult to make schools serving larg e
numbers of low-income children provide high-quality education. While
such schools exist—the Heritage Foundation found twenty-one national-
l y — t h e re are some 8,600 high-poverty schools that the U.S. Department of
Education calls underperf o rm i n g .4 T h e re are no high-poverty school districts
that perf o rm at high levels.5 All students—middle class and poor—perf o rm
worse in h i g h - p o v e rty schools. One Department of Education study found
that l o w -income children attending middle-class schools perf o rm better,
on average, than middle-class children attending high-poverty schools.6

By the same token, all children—middle class, poor, black, white,
Asian, and Latino—achieve better in integrated, middle-class schools
than they do in poverty-concentrated schools. Dozens of studies, dat-
ing back to the seminal 1966 Coleman Report, find that low-income
children have higher levels of achievement, and/or larger achieve-
ment gains over time, when they attend middle-class schools than
when they attend high-poverty schools.7 A 1999 Department of
Education study, for example, found that “poor students in high-
poverty schools are doubly at risk, with lower achievement levels than
poor students in low-poverty schools.”8 The notion that all children
perform better in middle-class schools than in poverty-concentrated
schools, says Harvard’s Gary Orfield, “is one of the most consistent
findings in research on education.”9 Indeed, one reason that intergen-
erational white poverty is less prevalent than intergenerational black
poverty is that poor, white children are much more likely than poor,
African-American children to live in middle-class neighborhoods and
attend good schools.10 Middle-class schools work, and that success has
been replicated thousands of times over.
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How important is school socioeconomic status to individual
achievement? Some studies find it is as important as the income of the
student’s family and home environment.11 Likewise, Robert Crain of
Columbia has found that racial desegregation, when begun early, can
result in a black achievement gain of roughly one grade level. His
1996 study of black test scores in thirty-two states found that the
achievement gap on fourth-grade reading was largest in states such as
New York and Michigan, where African Americans were most isolat-
ed, and smallest in Iowa and West Virginia, where blacks are more
integrated.12

Low-income and minority children also have higher graduation
and college attendance rates and better job prospects when they attend
middle-class, integrated schools. For example, a 2001 study by
University of Chicago researcher Jonathan Guryan found that school
desegregation accounted for roughly half the decline in black dropout
rates between 1970 and 1980, and had no effect on the dropout rate
of whites.13 In 1996, University of California–Berkeley researcher
Claude Fischer found that, controlling for individual ability and fam-
ily home environment, attending a middle-class school reduced the
chances of adult poverty by more than two-thirds (4 percent versus 14
percent).14

Why do children from all backgrounds do better in majority
middle-class schools? Why does it matter whom you sit next to in
class? A number of studies find that schools with a core of middle-
class families are marked by higher expectations, higher- q u a l i t y
teachers, more-motivated students, more financial re s o u rces, and
g reater parental involvement. In short, virtually all of the essential
f e a t u res that educators identify as markers of good schools are much
m o re likely to be found in middle-class than in high-poverty schools. 

Middle-class parents are more likely to have the political savvy
and pull to demand adequate financial resources from public coffers
than low-income parents and often supplement these funds with pri-
vate donations.15 Middle-class parents are in a position to be more
active in schools (they are four times as likely to be members of the
PTA than low-income parents) and insist on high standards.16 One
national study found that the grade of A in a low-income school is the
equivalent of the grade of C in a middle-class school.17

While students of all economic backgrounds add value to our
schools, more - a ffluent classmates bring from home more academic
knowledge, on average, which they share informally with classmates
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e v e ry day. For example, middle-class children come to school with a
v o c a b u l a ry that is four times the size of low-income children, on average;
so low-income children attending middle-class schools are exposed to
and benefit from a much richer vocabulary in the classroom and on the
p l a y g ro u n d .1 8 Likewise, middle-class children are about half as likely to
engage in disruptive behavior in school as low-income children, in larg e
m e a s u re because the life experience of middle-class students is more sup-
p o rtive of the notion that educational achievement will pay off .1 9

M o re o v e r, as a consequence of the related environment and work-
ing conditions, high-quality teachers gravitate toward middle-class
schools. Teachers in middle-class schools are more likely to teach in their
field of expertise; more likely to have higher teacher test scores; and more
likely to be experienced.2 0 A great deal of new evidence confirms that
teacher quality has a profound effect on student achievement.2 1

Conversely, the pervasive effects of inequality that stem from
concentrated poverty help explain why traditional efforts that attempt
to address inequality piece by piece often fail to make significant
inroads. Much effort is placed, for example, in providing financial
equity for low-income schools—a program that we support—but
despite the expenditure of large amounts of compensatory spending in
this nation and others, the results are mixed. Even in communities
where high-poverty districts outspend more affluent districts, perfor-
mance has been disappointing.22 Likewise, efforts to recruit high-qual-
ity teachers to economically segregated schools through bonuses often
have been unsuccessful because they do not address the underlying
working conditions that make teaching in such schools so difficult.23

Teacher-seniority rules, which give experienced teachers priority in
deciding which schools they will teach in, further complicate equity
in teaching. It may well be that the only way that large numbers of
low-income students will have access to consistent high-quality teach-
ers is in integrated schools.

Segregation has a way of undercutting even good programs. For
instance, class-size reduction is a smart policy, but in a segregated set-
ting, the resulting increased demand for teachers has led middle-class
schools to hire away the best teachers from low-income schools.24 So,
too, spending equalization is a sound policy, but in a segregated con-
text, wealthy parents will supplement school spending with private
donations, creating a new form of inequality.25 Indeed, given the pow-
erful influence of parents and peers, by definition, we cannot provide
full educational opportunity in a segregated environment.
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None of this discussion should be taken as a condemnation of
individual low-income students, parents, or communities. For example,
to observe that low-income parents, on average, are less likely to vol-
unteer in the classroom reflects in some large measure the fact that low-
income employees are less likely to have the flexibility to take time off
work, and that low-income parents may be intimidated by educators
who sometimes mistreat them.  But segregation, for a variety of re a s o n s ,
u n d e rcuts opport u n i t y, and it must be addressed if this nation is to be
serious about providing equal educational opport u n i t y.

Social Cohesion

Integration is not just about test scores; it is about building char-
acter, promoting tolerance, and reducing social ignorance. We are
reminded, in the wake of the September 11 terrorist attacks, of the
critical role that American public schools can play in forging unity
amidst diversity and teaching common democratic values. Americans
invented “common schools”—schools educating children of all differ-
ent incomes, races, and religious backgrounds under one roof—and
today they must be reinvented to produce not only high-skilled work-
ers but also active citizens, loyal Americans, and tolerant adults. 

In 1948, Felix Frankfurter wrote that American public education
is “the most powerful agency for promoting cohesion among hetero-
geneous democratic people . . . at once the symbol of our democracy
and the most pervasive means for promoting our common destiny.”26

Economically and racially integrated schools also have a much better
chance of reinforcing important lessons about democracy and toler-
ance, while segregated schools often foster distrust of the “other.” An
array of studies find that students who attend integrated schools are
more likely to live integrated lives as adults and to be more tolerant.27

Preventing balkanization through public schools is more important
than ever, both because our nation is growing increasingly diverse and
because the other major public institution that promoted economic
and racial mixing—the military draft—has been eliminated. 

Rising Segregation: The Need for Immediate Action

Integration will not happen by itself. While polls find Americans
a re more tolerant than ever, entrenched residential patterns persist, and
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public inattention to the issue of segregation has taken its toll. Indeed,
re s e a rch shows that the problem of economic and racial school segre g a-
tion is getting worse, not better. As David Rusk finds in his backgro u n d
paper for this Task Force, American public elementary schools became
m o re economically segregated in the 1990s, a trend that parallels the
rise in economic segregation by residence between 1970 and 1990. In
the largest 100 metropolitan areas, economic school segre g a t i o n
i n c reased in the 1990s in 55 metropolitan statistical areas, was stable in
14, and lessened in 12 (with data unavailable in 19). The nation’s stu-
dent population is two-thirds middle class (not eligible for federal subsi-
dized lunches), yet one-quarter of American schools have a majority of
students from low-income households.2 8 Rusk also finds that while re s i-
dential integration by race improved slightly during the 1990s, the seg-
regation of black and white school children gre w. He finds that declin-
ing residential segregation by race is dispro p o rtionately an adult phe-
nomenon (integration by empty nesters and young, childless couples).

Rusk’s alarming findings on the increasing economic and racial
stratification of American schools dovetail with reports of the Harvard
Civil Rights Project finding that more than 70 percent of American
blacks now attend mostly minority schools, up from 63 percent in the
1980–81 school year.29 The Civil Rights Project also finds that
Latinos, now the largest minority group in the United States, are even
more segregated in schools than are African Americans, with 76 per-
cent of Latinos attending mostly minority schools.30 Given the pro-
jected growth in the minority student population, and the degree to
which racial segregation reinforces economic segregation, Rusk pro-
jects that economic school segregation will increase in all but six
states by 2025. We are becoming two Americas—one rich, one poor—
and we will pay a steep price if we do nothing to address this crisis.

The increase in residential segregation, which in turn drives
school segregation, is compounded by two other factors. First is the
decline in court-ordered busing. In a series of decisions in the early to
mid-1990s, the U.S. Supreme Court cleared the way for districts across
the country to end court supervision of desegregation efforts.31 With
no new court orders in the offing, Brown v. Board of Education appears
to have run its course. Second, it is possible that the accountability
movement is unintentionally accelerating segregation. Parents look at
test scores when deciding which school districts to live in, and since
test scores reflect in some large measure the socioeconomic status of
families, as opposed to the value that schools are adding, people with
options may increasingly gravitate toward the most affluent districts.32
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Nearly twenty years ago, A Nation at Risk warned of a “rising tide
of mediocrity.” Policymakers responded with a number of initiatives,
and today most of our nation’s schools are on good footing. But many
are not, and almost invariably those schools that are identified as fail-
ing are ones struggling against the effects of segregation. We feel com-
pelled to sound the alarm over the worsening economic and racial
school segregation that members of both political parties have per-
mitted. Rather than recognize the problems segregation causes, oppo-
nents of public education have capitalized on its failures to argue for a
system of private school vouchers, which only will undermine further
the power of schools to provide equal opportunity and social cohesion.
The situation is dire. This is hardly the time for “all deliberate speed.”
We never will compete fully on the international stage educationally
unless we address the problem of segregation that is particularly preva-
lent in the United States.33

We recommend that federal, state, and local governments adopt
a policy goal of giving every child in America the opportunity to
attend an economically and racially integrated school. Every educa-
tion policy decision, from the funding of multibillion-dollar federal
programs to deciding where to draw a school boundary line, should
weigh seriously whether the action will promote or hinder the central
goal of integrated schools.

OVERCOMING CHALLENGES TO INTEGRATION:
MOVING FROM THEORY TO PRACTICE

We fully recognize that accomplishing the goal of economically
and racially integrated schools is not easy. There are very serious chal-
lenges—logistical challenges, political challenges, legal challenges,
jurisdictional challenges, financial challenges, and challenges within
the schools themselves. These obstacles must be addressed head-on.

Logistical Challenges: Residential Segregation

Segregation of schools reflects segregation of neighborhoods. The
“neighborhood school,” a long-cherished American icon, is now a
source of tremendous inequality, as advocates of vouchers implicitly
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acknowledge when they decry the practice of “trapping poor kids in
bad schools.” We recommend two complementary policies—public
school choice with fairness guidelines and housing integration.

PU B L I C SC H O O L CH O I C E. Public school choice—allowing parents a choice
among a variety of schools rather than automatically assigning their
children to the closest school—offers an attractive way, if properly
structured, to meet parental preferences for their children while also
p romoting school integration. Fundamentally, greater choice moves
us beyond a system in which schools necessarily reflect residential seg-
regation. 

There is some evidence that unregulated public school choice
actually increases segregation, however, because the most motivated
middle-class families work the system to their advantage.34 Public
school choice should not be used to create the equivalent of a private
school system for affluent families; it should be used to promote the
best system for all students. Private preferences must be tempered by
considerations of the public interest. 

Controlled choice, first conceived by Charles Willie, Michael
Alves, and others, provides the appropriate balance.35 Parents in a
community are polled to find out what sorts of school options they
would like for their children (a Montessori school; a computer
theme?) and speciality schools are created to reflect those interests.
Then families rank preferences among a number of public school
options within a given geographic region. The choices take place in
kindergarten, the beginning of middle school, and the beginning of
high school, and are decided by lottery (no camping out to be first in
line). The idea is to draw zones large enough to be diverse but small
enough to avoid transportation difficulties. School district officials
(not individual school principals) honor choices in a way that also
promotes integration, by race and/or economic class. Free transporta-
tion is provided to all students. Preferences are given to siblings of cur-
rent students and students who would be able to walk to school.

Unlike magnet schools, which normally are limited in number,
controlled choice has the advantage of “magnetizing” all schools in a
district and avoids the creation of a two-tiered system of special mag-
net schools versus regular schools. Unlike open enrollment, controlled
choice ensures that choice will promote, rather than undercut, student
integration.
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Over time, popular schools that are over-chosen can have their
programs “franchised” to under-chosen schools. Under most con-
trolled choice plans currently in operation, 90 percent of families
receive one of their first three choices.36 In large districts, choice can
take place within manageable subdistricts or zones. Plans can be
phased in slowly to reduce disruption. 

A variant of this idea is to “magnetize” low-income students
themselves. Seattle schools use a weighted funding formula, which
provides extra resources to low-income students, money that travels
with the students in a system of public school choice. If properly
designed, such a system might promote economic integration by
encouraging wealthier schools to re c ruit low-income students.
Experience suggests, however, that the funding premium for low-
income children must be very high to be effective.37

Public school choice necessarily means higher transportation
costs for students, but they are worth paying. Over the years, oppo-
nents of integration have made great political hay over the fact that
integration requires money to be spent on transportation rather than
in the classroom. In fact, only a fraction of 1 percent of the nation’s
education budget has gone toward transportation for desegregation—
although during the height of the busing controversy, polls found most
Americans believed the figure to be at least 25 percent of the budget.38

The average cost to bus the 57 percent of public school students now
t r a n s p o rted at public expense is under $500 per student.3 9 I n c re a s i n g l y,
schools are built near busy intersections, so nearby students are pro v i d-
ed transportation for reasons of safety rather than distance. Even
among children who live within one mile of their school, fewer than
three in ten walk.40 Plans to promote integration often will involve
longer bus rides than current busing, but the most important point to
keep in mind is that under a system of public school choice, some par-
ents will be willing to make that tradeoff because the program at the
end of the bus ride is compelling to them, while others will choose the
school that is geographically closest.

The Task Force strongly believes that school choice should take
place within the public school system. If the goal is economically and
racially integrated schools that will promote equal opportunity and social
cohesion, private school vouchers take us in precisely the wrong dire c-
tion. Three features fundamentally distinguish private schools from pub-
lic schools—their selectivity; their appeal to niche markets; and their
independent nature—and each undermines the goals we seek to pro m o t e .
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While public schools generally take all comers, private schools
pride themselves on the ability to select students for admissions.41

Therefore, private school choice plans normally give the final choice
to schools, not to parents. And where private schools are required by
law to admit students by lottery, the number of schools willing to par-
ticipate is severely limited.42 Private schools normally select for admis-
sion more affluent students, not because they have an animus against
lower-income students, but because more privileged students are on
average easier to teach. Voucher-type plans in Sweden, Chile, New
Zealand, and the Netherlands have all increased social stratification.43

Private schools also are designed by their very nature to “seg-
ment” the market, emphasizing difference rather than commonality.
Most emphasize religious differences—some 84.3 percent of American
students attending private schools attend religious schools44—and
some emphasize differences by nationality or race. As the late Albert
Shanker of the American Federation of Teachers noted, with vouch-
ers “you’ll end up with kids of different religions, nationalities and lan-
guages going off to different schools to maintain their separateness and
I think we’d have a terrible social price to pay for it.”45

F i n a l l y, private schools are, by their nature, “independent”
schools—independent of democratically elected officials. Private
schools cannot be required to teach democratic principles, or values
such as tolerance; and even when they receive public funding, they are
not bound by the U.S. Constitution. Though President George W.
Bush places testing and accountability at the center of his effort to
improve public schools, his plan for private school vouchers did not
call for any testing of students.46

HOUSING INTEGRATION. Alongside public school choice, the Task Force
also recommends the adoption of policies to integrate neighborhoods
themselves economically. So long as 75 percent of students attend
neighborhood public schools, housing policy is school policy. Resi-
dential areas are becoming more and more economically segregated.
This trend is not the immutable working of some “free market.”  The
National Association of Homebuilders acknowledges that “public pol-
icy dictates where development occurs.”47 Unfortunately, many local
jurisdictions adopt policies to exclude low-income households as
much as possible. 

Over one hundred local communities, however, have enacted
inclusionary zoning laws. These require that a modest proportion of
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low- and moderate-income housing be an integral part of larger new
housing developments.  Private, for-profit homebuilders must comply,
but usually receive various benefits, such as density bonuses, to make
compliance profitable as well.

Since 1973, suburban Montgomery County, Maryland (outside
Washington, D.C.), has had the nation’s largest inclusionary zoning
program.  Its Moderately Priced Dwelling Unit (MPDU) law requires
that private homebuilders sell or rent 10 percent of any new develop-
ment of fifty or more units to eligible households in the lowest third
of the income scale.  Furthermore, another 5 percent of the units must
be sold to or rented by the county’s public housing authority.  Even
new developments with million-dollar homes have their proportion of
“workforce” and “welfare-to-workforce” housing.48

Over the past quarter of a century, private, for-profit home-
builders have built over 11,000 “MPDUs” as integral parts of middle-
class housing developments.  Some 2,800 are owned or rented by the
public housing authority in low-poverty neighborhoods.  As a result,
Montgomery County, with almost 900,000 residents (41 percent
minority), is one of the nation’s most racially and economically inte-
grated communities. If applied on a regional basis, through state poli-
cies and federal incentives, such a program also could overcome the
large degree of segregation that occurs between jurisdictions.

What if MPDU-type laws had been in effect in major metropoli-
tan housing markets for the past quarter of a century?  In the six-coun-
ty Chicago region, the nation’s fifth most economically segregated, 1.8
million housing units were built.  Even assuming that half of the new
housing was in developments below the inclusionary threshold, a
regionwide MPDU law still would have yielded about 90,000 new
“workforce” housing units and another 45,000 “welfare-to-workforce”
units.  Ideally, such a supply of alternative housing for low-income
families (mostly located in low-poverty suburbs) could have reduced
the level of economic segregation by one-third and brought the pover-
ty rate below 40 percent in the 183 very high-poverty census tracts in
Chicago and immediate suburbs. Metrowide inclusionary zoning could
have reduced economic segregation by one-quarter to one-third, for
example, in Akron, Baltimore, Boston, Cincinnati, Columbus,
Hartford, Louisville, Miami, and Norfolk-Virginia Beach. In regions
with less-concentrated poverty and hotter housing markets, the results
could have been even more impressive. Economic segregation could
have been diminished by one-half in Jacksonville and in Minneapolis-
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St. Paul; and by two-thirds or more in Atlanta, Portland, and Gre a t e r
New Yo r k ’s mid–New Jersey suburbs.  Hypothetically, inclusionary zon-
ing policies could have eliminated totally any vestiges of economic seg-
regation in booming Sunbelt areas such as Orlando and West Palm
Beach. America may never eliminate povert y. Through inclusionary
zoning, however, almost every American metropolitan area can dimin-
ish substantially or eliminate the concentration of povert y. Likewise,
g o v e rnment sponsored housing trust funds provide a promising financ-
ing mechanism to increase the supply of aff o rdable housing, and may
p romote indirectly the goal of economic residential integration.

Policies that give low-income families access to middle-class
communities mean not only that low-income children will attend
middle-class schools during the day, but also that they will be able to
live in safer, more supportive middle-class communities at night.
Evidence from Chicago’s Gautreaux program and the federal Moving
to Opportunity experiment suggests that the life chances of low-
income children are raised significantly when they have the opportu-
nity to live in integrated middle-class neighborhoods.49 The two poli-
cies, public school choice and fair share housing, working in tandem,
can make an important difference.

Political Challenges

Americans always have had twin goals for their education system:
they want public schools to benefit their own children, providing
them the skills necessary for success; and they want the schools to edu-
cate other people’s children because we all benefit in a capitalist
democracy when young people are educated to be productive workers
and responsible citizens.50 In a very real sense, public schools are
meant to serve as the American counterpart to the European social
welfare state. But sometimes the two goals are seen as competing
tradeoffs: parents want equal opportunity for all children, but not if
sacrifices are necessary for their own children. Is integration a zero
sum game, in which gains by low-income children can be made only
by limiting opportunities of the affluent? We think not. 

NO COST IF ALL SCHOOLS ARE MIDDLE CLASS; AND BENEFITS FROM DIVERSITY.
Social science research suggests that the academic achievement of
low-income children will increase in middle-class integrated schools,
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and the achievement of middle-class children will not decline.  In the
context of racial desegregation, a great deal of social science evidence
confirms what even the strongest opponents of busing concede: white
achievement did not decline.51

How is such a fortunate win-win scenario possible? For one thing,
numbers matter. The effects of concentrated poverty appear to be
nonlinear; roughly speaking, the effects are worst in schools above 75
p e rcent low income, somewhat negative above 50 percent low
income; and not harmful below the threshold of 50 percent low
income, according to a number of studies.52 A student who is not aca-
demically engaged and is inclined to misbehave in a high-poverty
school very well may become more academically inclined and less
likely to act out in a more favorable learning environment. It is impor-
tant to note that nationally, roughly two-thirds of students are afflu-
ent enough not to be eligible for free and reduced price lunch (185
percent of the poverty line); and 83.8 percent live above the poverty
line.53 For another, it is possible to “level up” in economically inte-
grated schools because a long line of studies has found that middle-
class and white children are less sensitive to schools, for better or
worse, than low-income and minority children.54

Far from being hurt, middle-class children will benefit from eco-
nomic and racial integration. To function in a new workforce, chil-
dren need to be exposed to those who are different than themselves.
Moreover, there is growing empirical evidence to support the com-
monly held belief that all children benefit academically from exposure
to people with different life experiences who challenge received wis-
dom.55 There is also growing recognition among the public that diver-
sity benefits all students. A 1999 Gallup poll found that 59 percent
believed we should do more to integrate schools, up from 37 percent
in 1988.56 According to another poll, public school parents would
choose a “good diverse school” over an “outstanding homogenous
school” by a 67 percent to 26 percent margin.57

CHOICE/INCENTIVES. Building choice into integration plans is necessary
not only to overcome the logistical obstacles associated with residen-
tial segregation, but also to provide an important political attraction
for the public. Today, we have an informal system of school choice, but
it is limited largely to the wealthy. Providing greater public school
choice would be popular and create a way to move beyond assignment
that reflects residential segregation. By 75 percent to 21 percent,
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Americans favor public school choice across district lines.58 School
boards also like public school choice because it avoids fights over
redistricting when schools become overcrowded.  

While busing for racial balance historically has been a tough
political sell, it may be possible to combine growing support for the
goal of integration and expanded public school choice. According to
a 1998 Public Agenda survey, 76 percent of white parents opposed
busing for racial balance but 61 percent of white parents and 65 per-
cent of black parents supported “letting parents choose their top 3
schools, where the district makes the final choice, with an eye to racial
balance.”59

Choice programs are likely to be especially effective if they rely
on innovative programs to encourage integration. The central features
of magnet schools are special pedagogical approaches (Montessori
schools, back to basics schools, progressive education, multiple intel-
ligence schools) or special curricular themes (computers, performing
arts, international, business, science). The idea is to create schools
that would not appeal to most families, but would be very appealing to
some, and to draw students from a much more diverse group of fami-
lies than a neighborhood school serves. Today, more students attend
such public schools of choice than attend private schools.60 Other
examples of innovative programs include:

◆ Extended day schools for commuting workers. A l b u q u e rque has imple-
mented a successful program to draw suburban families to urban
schools by providing extended day schooling, which is appealing to
commuters. Parents like sharing a ride to work with their chil-
d ren, having them located nearby, and having extended care until
the end of the workday. By re s e rving one-half of the school for
urban students and one-half for commuters, a nice economic mix
has been achieved. 61

◆ Smaller schools or class size. Some parents may be attracted to a
smaller school, or one that has smaller class size, even if the school
is located farther away. Middle-class children are attending schools
in New York City’s District 4 and District 2 because they were
offered small class sizes as an incentive.62

◆ High-quality child care in city. In Chicago, school officials are off e r i n g
high-quality child care at elementary schools as a way of drawing
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middle-class families in and teaching them about what the ele-
mentary school has to offer down the line.63

◆ Special schools linked to urban institutions. Our nation’s cities dis-
p ro p o rtionately house the leading cultural re s o u rc e s — u n i v e r s i t i e s ,
museums, zoos, sports facilities, centers for the perf o rming art s ,
libraries, and so on—and public schools affiliated with these insti-
tutions can be popular draws for students with special intere s t s .
In Hart f o rd, for example, an interdistrict magnet affiliated with
the University of Hart f o rd drew 1,400 applicants for 275 slots this
year.64 Likewise, urban high schools can provide internships with
urban employers that may prove attractive.

THE ACCOUNTABILITY DEBATE. The strong accountability movement in
education has the potential to promote integrated schools. The
recently passed No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 requires, for the
first time that, after twelve years, states bring both poor and rich chil-
dren to a level of educational proficiency.65 It will be virtually impos-
sible to make the enormous strides required for low-income students
unless states do something very dramatic to address school segrega-
tion. In Wake County, North Carolina, for example, an ambitious
achievement goal set by the district provided the imperative for sus-
taining an integration plan. More immediately, new federal education
legislation providing a right for children to transfer out of public
schools that are deemed failing for two consecutive years may prove a
boon for integration if properly implemented because it divorces resi-
dence and school assignment.66 (See the section on federal recom-
mendations, beginning on page 35.) As we noted earlier, poorly imple-
mented accountability plans have the potential to increase segrega-
tion to the extent that test scores become the determining factor by
which middle-class parents choose school districts; but if policymakers
react appropriately, the accountability movement just as well could
serve as a positive spark to promote integration.

CONSTITUENCY GROUPS. Beyond generating general public support as
outlined above, the effort to promote school integration must engage
key stakeholders in the educational arena.

◆ Teachers. Teachers have been a driving force behind integration
re f o rm from La Crosse, Wisconsin, to Louisville, Kentucky.6 7
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Positioned on the front lines, teachers know that they can do their
job better when students are not concentrated by income. The
members of the Task Force are very encouraged by a presentation
we heard from Sandra Feldman, president of the million-member
American Federation of Teachers (AFT), on the role of teacher
unions in promoting equity and integration at the Task Forc e ’s
June 5, 2001, meeting. Feldman endorsed the idea of economical-
ly integrated common schools as “a moral idea” and “a big idea.”
We welcome her offer to consider finding an AFT district that
supports the Task Force’s recommendations and experiment with
the best ways to make integration work. Similarly, Bob Chase,
then president of the National Education Association, said that the
Task Forc e ’s work “re p resents bold, important thinking. Reaching
the ideal of the common school, which is integrated by class and
race, will move us toward the essential goal of quality educational
opportunity for all children.”

◆ Civil rights gro u p s . Civil rights organizations have been at the fore-
front in the fight for a just and integrated society and in the past
have formed the backbone of those efforts to promote both eco-
nomic and racial integration.

◆ Business groups. Business can be a key ally, and an influential ally,
in the fight for quality integrated schools. In St. Louis, Raleigh, and
e l s e w h e re, businesses have been very supportive of integration.
The business community knows that a healthy, integrated school
system is essential to attracting adult workers to the region, and
businesses realize that down the line, integrated schools produce
m o re skilled employees. With an increasingly diverse workplace
in coming years, businesses know they cannot write off gro w i n g
segments of the population. More generally, the business commu-
nity is interested in students being exposed to diversity in order to
be competitive in a global environment.

◆ Elderly and near elderly. Seventy-five percent of Americans do not
have children in the public school system.6 8 Often these voters
a re considered opponents of good schools because they resist eff o rt s
to increase spending on public education, but they may well pro-
vide support for school integration. The elderly and those near-
elderly with grown children (as well as those with children in
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private schools, singles, and younger childless couples) can look
more broadly at education policy than those with children in the
public school system. While we believe it is in the parochial inter-
est of parents to have their children attend quality, integrated
schools, parents with school-aged children often can be a source of
resistance to changes in student assignment. The elderly and near-
elderly, by contrast, have an interest in what works generally in
education to produce able employees who can help fund pro g r a m s
that keep seniors secure in retirement.

Legal Challenges

We believe it is important that public schools be integrated by
both economic status and race. We recognize, however, that the law
on school desegregation has changed dramatically over the past twen-
ty years, and poses new challenges to race-conscious integration
efforts. Where Brown v. Board of Education has required that students
be assigned by race in order to eliminate the vestiges of past segrega-
tion, today the courts have released large numbers of districts from
such requirements, saying that the job has been completed. Although
the Supreme Court has not weighed in on the question of the consti-
tutionality of race-conscious voluntary programs in grades K–12 in
decades, there is a split among the circuit courts of appeals, with some
suggesting that such efforts might themselves be illegal, and others
permitting race-conscious programs.69 Today, even the benign use of
race must meet the strictest of constitutional standards.70 By contrast,
using economic criteria, such as eligibility for free and reduced price
lunch, is subject to the most relaxed form of scrutiny and is presump-
tively constitutional.71

To comply with the new legal re q u i rements, while honoring the
i m p o rtance of both economic and racial integration, we advocate lead-
ing with economic integration criteria, which is important in its own
right and also will produce a fair amount of racial integration as a by-
p rod u c t .7 2 M o re than 80 percent of segregated black and Latino schools
a re poverty-concentrated, while only 5 percent of segregated white
schools are .7 3 F u rt h e rm o re, in those jurisdictions that allow it, we
advocate the use of race in student assignment when economic factors
do not produce sufficient racial diversity in schools.7 4 A number of
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communities whose programs have been subject to legal attack for
using race in student assignment now successfully pursue a strategy of
relying primarily on economic status to integrate schools. These juris-
dictions include Wake County, North Carolina; Charlotte, Nort h
C a rolina; San Francisco, California; Cambridge, Massachusetts; and
Arlington, Vi rginia. (For ways to define socioeconomic status, see
B o x . )

Is using socioeconomic status just a backdoor way of achieving a
certain racial result? Hardly. As Duncan Chaplin’s background paper
for this Task Force makes clear, economic integration will produce a
fair measure of racial integration, given the overlap between race and
class, but the two factors also are distinct.75 Moreover, integrating eco-
nomically makes educational sense, independent of its impact on
racial integration. Numerous studies suggest racial integration was
most successful in raising student achievement when it also produced
economic mixing.76 The main reason that African Americans do bet-
ter in racially integrated schools, most analysts have found, is that
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T h e re are many diff e rent ways for communities to seek “socio-
economic” integration. La Crosse, Wisconsin, uses eligibility for
f ree lunch, which is set at 130 percent of the poverty line.
Cambridge, Massachusetts, uses eligibility for free and re d u c e d
price lunch, at 185 percent of the poverty line. Wake County,
N o rth Carolina, uses two criteria: eligibility for free and re d u c e d
price lunch, and achievement based on standardized re a d i n g
tests. San Francisco, by contrast, uses a more complex, seven-part
definition, including socioeconomic status (has the student part i c-
ipated in fre e / reduced lunch, Calworks, or public housing?); aca-
demic achievement (has student scored below thirtieth perc e n t i l e
on Stanford 9?); mother’s educational background (post–high
school education?); student’s language status (limited or non-
English proficient?); quality of student’s prior school (lowest rank-
ing in California Academic Perf o rmance Index?); student’s home
language (other than English?); and residence in diff e rent geo-
graphic area. The Task Force believes individual jurisdictions will
want to use their own methods to reflect local re a l i t i e s .



they benefit from being in an environment with middle-class children,
who are on average more academically engaged and whose parents are
more involved in the schools and demand high-quality teaching and
curriculum. Those factors that make for a difficult learning environ-
ment in schools—high rates of student mobility, cutting classes, drop-
ping out, committing acts of violence, and low levels of parental
involvement—are all much more closely associated with class than
race.77 Says Gary Orfield, a leading proponent of racial desegregation,
“educational research suggests that the basic damage inflicted by seg-
regated education comes not from racial concentrations but from the
concentration of children from poor families.”78

Jurisdictional Challenges: Overcoming District Lines

Integration programs within district lines can accomplish a great
deal because suburbs are much more economically and racially diverse
than they used to be.79 Nonurban schools enroll almost two-thirds of
the nation’s poor students.8 0 Likewise, in several southern states, county-
wide school districts often include suburbs and cities within a single
jurisdiction. Having said that, much segregation, particularly in the
Northeast, occurs along school district lines (see Duncan Chaplin’s
background paper to this report), so it is important to create incen-
tives for cross-district integration between suburbs and urban areas.
(Small towns and rural areas already have the most integrated schools
in the country.)81 Some 300,000 students currently participate in
interdistrict public school choice programs, over twenty times the
number that use publicly funded vouchers (14,000).82 To encourage
interdistrict programs, we believe two particular strategies are worth
pursuing: employing financial and legal levers.

FI N A N C I A L LE V E R S. One of the enduring lessons from existing interd i s t r i c t
school choice programs is the importance of providing financial incen-
tives to both suburbs and cities to encourage integration. In St. Louis,
city students transferring to the suburbs were double-funded so that
the city schools did not lose all their state funding for each student
who transferred out, and suburbs received significant financial
s u p p l ements. The program began in the early 1980s as a court -
s u p e rv i s e d d e s e g regation program, but in the 1990s, as the court s
w e re signaling a willingness to end court - o rd e red busing nationally, the
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Missouri state legislature crafted a compromise, with the support of
Republican suburban legislators, to continue the program. The finan-
cial incentives were key. Some suburban legislators also realize that
social science research suggests that suburbs and cities are increasing-
ly interdependent and that to be economically successful in the long
run, suburbs need thriving cities.83

More generally, we note that financial incentives played an
important role in desegregating Southern schools in the 1960s and
1970s. Desegregation accelerated dramatically once Congress passed
federal aid to education and conditioned the aid on making progress
in desegregation. Even though federal funds account for less than 10
percent of total education spending, all jurisdictions are now heavily
dependent on those funds.84

LE G A L LE V E R S. While the Task Force believes the primary vehicle for
achieving greater equity and school integration must be the political
p rocess, historically the courts also have played an important role with
re g a rd to these issues, most notably in B rown v. Board of Education.  As
one Task Force member noted, “Imagine a world in which B rown h a d
not been decided?”8 5 Tod a y, the most promising avenue is state court lit-
igation seeking to re q u i re states to promote socioeconomic and/or racial
integration to fulfill an aff i rmative obligation, found in many state con-
stitutions, to provide equal educational opport u n i t y.8 6 All state consti-
tutions make some mention of education, and to date courts in twenty
states have recognized a right to an “equal” or “adequate” education.

Most of these state cases have focused on the adequacy or equity
of educational spending, but in a groundbreaking 1996 decision, Sheff
v. O’Neill, the Connecticut Supreme Court held that an equal educa-
tion requires integration. The court noted that money alone was insuf-
ficient and that its earlier decision equalizing spending in Horton v.
Meskill had not provided genuinely equal educational opportunity.
Whereas Brown v. Board of Education reached only de jure segregation,
Sheff held that de facto segregation is also unconstitutional as a matter
of state law and established a right to integrated education that tran-
scends district lines. Jurisdictional divides between cities and suburbs
could not be used as an excuse for segregation. The decision has
national implications, and efforts have already been made to replicate
Sheff in Minneapolis, Minnesota, and Rochester, New York.87 This
type of litigation can give legislatures the political cover to do what is
right and constitutionally required. 
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The lawyers in Sheff have found that establishing the legal prin-
ciple is only the first step; further litigation may be required to ensure
court orders actually are carried out. We urge private foundations to
provide financial support for both stages in the important legal effort
to promote socioeconomic and racial integration through state con-
stitutions. 

Financial Obstacles 

Too often, leading education reforms, from vouchers to standards,
pass themselves off as costless. We make no such suspect claims about
integration. We acknowledge that middle-class families are unlikely to
send their children to schools in poor neighborhoods unless those
schools are well-funded. To start with, improving the physical plant of
schools in low-income areas is a precondition for integration. So too,
middle-class families with options will not send their children to
schools with poorly trained teachers. But there are remedies; for exam-
ple, New York District 2’s investment in teacher development and
improved standards is worth emulating.88 Likewise, part of the reason
middle-class parents hesitate to send their children to integrated
schools is a fear that the less-prepared children will slow down the
instruction of the group. Providing early childhood education can
help address this concern—and is, of course, important in its own
right. There is a good deal of evidence that integration will raise stu-
dent achievement in a cost-effective manner, more dramatically than
compensatory spending in segregated environments—but significant
investments must be made in order to achieve integration in a free
society.

We advocate coupling new investment with integration in a
manner that avoids the old integration versus spending debate.
Spending large amounts of money on high-poverty schools, in Kansas
City and elsewhere, has failed by itself to produce large achievement
gains for the children attending those schools or to attract middle-
class children.89 On the other hand, efforts to simply force integration,
without reducing class size or promoting spending equity, are likely to
lead to middle-class flight. Low-income schools are caught in a vicious
cycle: significant school improvement is unlikely to occur without a
strong middle-class presence in the school, but financial investments
must be made to lure middle-class families in the first place. We advo-
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cate taking both issues on at once: investing in schools—modernizing
school facilities, reducing class sizes, improving teacher training—but
in tandem with conscious policies to promote integration. More gen-
erous education spending is not a substitute for integration; it is a pre-
requisite.

Fortunately, public opinion data suggests that the public supports
spending more money on education when the expenditure is likely to
achieve tangible results. By a margin of 73 percent to 7 percent,
Americans say government is spending too little, not too much, on
public education.90 New investment, when coupled with integration,
is likely to pay large achievement dividends and vindicate the public’s
support for greater expenditure.

Within-School Challenges: Avoiding Resegregation within 
Integrated Buildings

We acknowledge that integration, by itself, will not produce full
equality of opportunity. Low-income and minority students perform
far better in integrated schools than in poverty-concentrated schools,
on average, but even in middle-class integrated school districts such as
Shaker Heights, Ohio, and Evanston, Illinois, minority and low-
income student achievement lags. While integration normally pro-
motes changes in educational programs—because middle-class parents
demand it—school assignment policies are necessary but not sufficient
to the larger project of providing equal opportunity. We advocate two
sets of policies to promote equity within integrated schools.

AVOIDING RIGID TRACKING AND BIASED DISCIPLINARY POLICIES. Even if school
buildings are integrated, classrooms may become effectively resegre-
gated, with economically advantaged and white children placed in
higher tracks and low-income and minority children trending toward
lower tracks, undercutting many of the benefits of integration.
Completely eliminating all tracking, however, would appear to be a
logistical nightmare for teachers and a political nonstarter for parents.
Likewise, discipline policies must be administered fairly to protect
against racial or economic bias, but at the same time, a strong sense of
discipline and order must be maintained to enhance learning for all
students. Many schools have evolved away from wholesale tracking, in
which students are given an entirely different curriculum, in favor of
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flexible ability grouping, in which students proceed at different paces
over a similar curriculum. The Task Force recommends: 

◆ Avoiding rigid tracking, which maintains student assignments
despite diff e rent rates of growth. Ability groups should be re -
e v a luated continually so that “late bloomers” are permitted to
accelerate.

◆ Ability grouping by different subjects so that a student who is fast
in math and slow in reading is placed appropriately.

◆ Less ability grouping in earlier grades, even when used in later
grades, along the lines employed by Japanese educators.91

◆ Less ability grouping in certain subjects (social studies, civics, phys-
ical education), even when used in other subjects (math, language
arts).

◆ E n f o rcing civil rights laws to protect against racial bias in tracking
or discipline policies. Title VI of the 1964 Civil Rights Act strikes
the right balance: it requires imbalances to be rigorously justified.

◆ Teacher training programs to instill high expectations of students
from all ethnic and economic groups.

◆ Encouraging more students of color and low-income students to
take advanced courses. Among the promising programs are Bob
M o s e s ’s Algebra Project; the College Board ’s Equity 2000 pro g r a m ;
and Advancement Via Individual Determination (AVID).

◆ M o re re s e a rch into cooperative learning that will facilitate
achievement among all students in heterogeneous classes.

OTHER POLICIES TO PROMOTE EQUITY WITHIN INTEGRATED SCHOOL BUILDINGS.
Other groups have spent far more time developing recommendations
on the matter of within-school equity, and we particularly commend
the work of the College Board’s National Task Force on Minority High
Achievement, chaired by Edmund W. Gordon and Eugene H. Cota-
Robles. The American Youth Policy Forum also has published an
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excellent summary of research on this vexing question, entitled
Raising Minority Academic Achievement: A Compendium of Educational
Programs and Practices.92 Among the policies to consider:

◆ D i s a g g regating test data by race and class. In order to avoid schools hid-
ing minority or low-income student underachievement under an
average number, school success and failure should be judged not only
on aggregate test data but also on the perf o rmance of key subgro u p s .

◆ Supplemental programs for low-income/minority students. Even if, in
t h e o ry, students are provided equal opportunities in schooling,
p rograms are needed to address diff e rences in home enviro n m e n t s .
Edmund Gordon and Beatrice Bridglall appropriately call for “sup-
p l e m e n t a ry educational activities comparable to those which many
a ffluent and academically sophisticated parents make available to
their childre n . ”9 3 Within integrated schools, struggling students
should be aff o rded the opportunity to take advantage of after-
school and weekend tutoring programs. Quality preschool oppor-
tunities also should be made available. Finally, certain mentoring
programs such as I Have a Dream have demonstrated success.

◆ Study groups. Edmund Gordon and A. Saa Meroe call for the cre-
ation of “high perf o rmance learning communities” to support pos-
itive peer influences toward achievement.9 4 This approach is in
line with re s e a rch conducted by Uri Treisman among Asian-
American math students, which found that forming support i v e
“study groups” may provide one avenue for successful academic
achievement.95

The Role of Federal, State, and Local 
Governments and Foundations

Promoting integrated public schools will take hard work, and
there is an important role to play for federal, state, and local govern-
ments, as well as foundations.

FEDERAL GOVERNMENT. Historically, the federal government has played
an important part in promoting equal opportunity in education, from
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enforcing school desegregation to funding compensatory education
under Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act. The
federal government has a special role in promoting equity, under the
Fourteenth Amendment to the Constitution, and it has a strong inter-
est in promoting a system of public schools that helps forge national
unity. Among the possibilities:

◆ I m p roving accountability legislation. Accountability is at the heart
of the No Child Left Behind Act, reauthorizing the Elementary
and Secondary Education Act. The law provides that students
trapped in failing schools for two consecutive years have a right to
transfer to better public schools, which is an important principle,
but it limits the transfer to schools within the student’s district.96

For children in districts where there may be no good public schools
with room available, it is important that public school choice be
extended beyond district lines. Accountability legislation also
could be improved by adding to school re p o rt card ratings a “diver-
sity index” so that schools would be ranked not only by the aca-
demic achievement of students but also by the degree of diversity
in the school.

◆ Make charter school funding contingent upon integration and support
magnet school funding. Because charter schools are schools of choice
that can move us beyond segregated neighborhood patterns, they
re p resent a special opportunity for integration. Recent re s e a rc h ,
however, suggests that charter schools are not serving that func-
tion, on the whole, and actually may be increasing segregation.97

Existing federal funding for charter schools places a number of
conditions on recipients. We believe funding also should be made
contingent upon demonstrated eff o rts to promote integration.
Extra funds should be provided to those charter schools that make
c o n c e rted eff o rts specifically to promote integration. Likewise, fed-
eral funding for magnet schools has been instrumental in giving
local communities the ability to promote school integration and
should be increased.

◆ Pay transportation costs for integration. As noted earlier, transport a-
tion costs associated with integration are relatively minor, but can
be a political lightning rod. If the federal government picked up
the tab for transportation associated with integration, it would
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a d d ress a major political obstacle faced by local governments, and
incur a relatively small expense, which research suggests is a wise
investment.

◆ Pilot projects with re s e a rch component. The federal government is
especially well positioned to conduct re s e a rch in education and
t h e re is broad bipartisan support for this role. We re c o m m e n d
establishing a series of pilot programs in which districts conduct
c o n t rolled studies to examine better the effects of integration and
c o m p e n s a t o ry spending.  New documented findings on the com-
parative cost/benefit ratio of integration and compensatory spend-
ing may well spur policymakers to invest federal re s o u rces in
v o l u n t a ry integration magnet programs, which now receive less
than one-one hundredth the allocation provided to Title I.9 8 I n
addition, further re s e a rch would help establish more definitively
the optimal economic mix of students to promote student
achievement. 

STATE GOVERNMENTS. State governments can foster integration across
district lines through the spending incentives cited earlier, including
state funding for transportation and state magnet school grants. In
addition, states should establish regional educational organizations to
encourage interdistrict cooperation, along the lines of New York
State’s Boards of Cooperative Educational Services (BOCES) system.

LOCAL GOVERNMENTS AND SCHOOL BOARDS. We believe that the best
approach to integration is a full-fledged economic and racial balanc-
ing through controlled choice, but there are a number of smaller steps
that also would be productive.

◆ Siting and feeding new schools. When building a new school, when
changing boundaries to accommodate new growth, or when closing
a school, school boards should consider the impact on integration
in their decisions. School officials should avoid building additions
on existing schools or using temporary facilities when doing so has
the effect of perpetuating racial and economic isolation.

◆ P re f e rred choice. “ P re f e rred choice” is a variation on contro l l e d
choice that has somewhat less potential to produce integration
but may be more politically palatable in certain communities.
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Under pre f e rred choice, individuals rank pre f e rences and administra-
tors honor pre f e rences in a way that promotes integration, but in any
event, families are guaranteed a slot in their neighborh o od school.

FOUNDATIONS. Private foundations have been central to the effort to
fund public interest organizations that pursue litigation on behalf of
integration and on behalf of spending equity and adequacy. We urge
foundations to recommit themselves to state-level litigation on behalf
of integration.

CASE STUDIES IN INTEGRATION

There are a number of communities already pursuing some version of
what we recommend. Socioeconomic integration is being pursued in
La Crosse, Wisconsin; Wake County, North Carolina; Cambridge,
Massachusetts; San Francisco, California; South Orange-Maplewood,
New Jersey; Manchester, Connecticut; Charlotte, North Carolina; St.
Lucie, Florida; and Coweta County, Georgia.99 Controlled public
school choice is employed in dozens of communities, including
Cambridge, Massachusetts; Charlotte, North Carolina; St. Lucie,
Florida; Lee County, Florida; and Montclair, New Jersey.1 0 0

Interdistrict integration plans are in place in St. Louis, Missouri;
B o s t o n , Massachusetts (Metco Program); Hart f o rd, Connecticut;
R o c h e s t e r, New York; Milwaukee, Wisconsin; and Minneapolis,
Minnesota.101 Inclusionary zoning policies to promote housing inte-
gration have been implemented in numerous jurisdictions, including
Montgomery County, Maryland; Fairfax County, Virginia; Cambridge,
Massachusetts; and Arlington, Massachusetts.

To support the Task Forc e ’s work, The Century Foundation, with
the help of a grant from the Spencer Foundation, commissioned four in-
depth case studies in integration in La Crosse, Wake County, St. Louis,
and Cambridge. Highlights of those four studies are summarized below.

La Crosse, Wisconsin 

La Crosse, Wisconsin, a town of 50,000 located on the banks of
the Mississippi River, has the longest standing socioeconomic integra-
tion program in the nation. In the late 1970s, when Richard Swantz
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became superintendent, there were two different high schools in the
district: Logan, populated by low-income students, which had a limit-
ed, vocational curriculum and weaker graduation requirements; and
Central, the white-collar school, which was considered far superior.
To relieve overcrowding at Central, the board voted, five to four, to
move some of the affluent students from Central to Logan. The
change was hugely controversial, but over time, Logan was upgraded;
at the insistence of the new parents, the curriculum was improved and
test scores went up; and Central was not adversely effected. 

In 1992, the elementary school enrollments were increasing
rapidly, in part as a result of an influx of Hmong refugees from
Southeast Asia. Many of the elementary schools had large concentra-
tions of poor children, and two new schools were being built. The
teachers and principals, pointing to the earlier success at the high
school level, suggested that the students be assigned to the schools
based on poverty, so that no school had less than 15 percent or more
than 45 percent free-lunch students. Swantz said the board believed it
was important to use economic status rather than race because the
teachers said that the driving educational issue is class and because
opponents would exploit a focus on race for political advantage.

The economic busing plan proved contentious, and several mem-
bers of the school board were voted out of office. However, pro-inte-
gration forces fought back successfully, the community grew accus-
tomed to the new arrangement, and the plan is still in place. With a
few exceptions, the schools are economically balanced, and test scores
have risen. 

Looking back, school administrators are heartened that residents
supported the concept of economically integrated schools and that
children quickly adapted, but they wonder whether some of the initial
resistence might have been stemmed if they had sought to accomplish
integration through choice rather than redistricting. Observers con-
tinue to believe that in La Crosse, emphasizing economic integration
was less controversial than a policy based on race would have been.

Wake County, North Carolina

Wake County, with a population of 630,000, has a unified school
district that includes the city of Raleigh and surrounding suburban and
rural areas. The system, which has 100,000 students, originally adopted
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a voluntary racial integration plan, with a goal of making all schools
within 15 percent above or below the district’s minority total pro p o rt i o n
of 30 percent. Under an extensive system of magnet schools, Wa k e
C o u n t y ’s schools became far more integrated than schools nationally.

In response to a Fourth Circuit decision striking down the use of
race in student assignment in Virginia and Maryland, the county
school board voted in January 2000 to end the minority goal and sub-
stitute a system that seeks to balance student populations by socio-
economic status and student achievement. Under the new plan, no
school should have more than 40 percent of students eligible for free
or reduced-price lunch and no school should have more than 25 per-
cent of students below grade level. 

While Wake County’s racial and economic integration efforts
have not erased achievement gaps between economic and racial
groups, integration appears to have improved the achievement of low-
income and minority students. Wake County’s system is considered far
more successful than neighboring Durham, where city schools remain
poverty-concentrated and are considered low-performing. Moreover,
the school district’s data on the impact of school poverty in Wake
County track with national findings and “support the current policy
that sets 40 percent as a target maximum percentage of low-income
students that would be assigned to a school.”102

While there is some political opposition to the new socio-
economic balancing plan, no school board candidates who have run
against socioeconomic integration have been elected.  The business
community’s support of integration has been critical to the plan’s
political viability. Wake does face some logistical difficulties given the
enormous size of the district (864 square miles in all), but the district’s
substantial success bodes well for the vast majority of districts that are
much smaller in geographic size.

Cambridge, Massachusetts

Cambridge, Massachusetts, a diverse city of 100,000 that includes
Harvard professors and low-income minority and white communities,
was one of the first districts nationally to adopt a “controlled choice”
system of student assignment. Originally designed to balance the stu-
dent population by race, the school committee recently voted to inte-
grate students primarily by family income.
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In 1981, school officials, seeking to avoid the disturbances over
busing in nearby Boston, sought to promote school integration
through public school choice. Neighborhood schools were abolished,
and now every student has the opportunity to apply to any of the fif-
teen K–8 schools in the district. (Cambridge has just one high school.)
Under the plan, devised by Charles Willie, Michael Alves, and oth-
ers, parents rank their choices when their children enter kindergarten
and then a central administrator honors preferences with an eye to
ensuring that the schools are also integrated, within plus or minus ten
percentage points of the district average. Schools appeal to parents
based on a pedagogical approach or special theme. The choice mech-
anism is also designed to provide new data each year to school officials
about what schools are popular (overchosen) and unpopular (under-
chosen). In theory, officials then can take corrective action at unpop-
ular schools (firing principals, reconstituting schools with a new, more
attractive theme). 

Over the years, the plan proved highly effective at reconciling
integration and choice. All the schools have been racially diverse, and
more than 90 percent of students attend one of their parents’ first
three choices. But in recent years, school officials began considering a
significant change. Looking, again, across the river to Boston, they
saw that the use of race in student assignment was vulnerable from a
legal standpoint, and they found that integrating by race did not by
itself prevent poverty isolation and its academic effects. While each
school was racially balanced, some schools were predominantly mid-
dle class and others were predominantly poor, with the portion of stu-
dents eligible for free and reduced-price lunch ranging from 20 percent
to 80 percent.  The other limitation was one of implementation: over
the years, superintendents had not taken the hard steps of reconsti-
tuting underchosen schools; choice was not an automatically self-cor-
recting process in which unpopular schools were upgraded.

In December 2001, the Cambridge School Committee, relying on
local school data and national studies finding that all students do bet-
ter in middle-class schools, voted six to zero to adopt a plan to balance
the schools by socioeconomic status. In the first year, 2002–03, the
goal is for each school to be within fifteen percentage points, plus or
minus, the district average for free and reduced-price lunch eligibility
(currently 48 percent). In subsequent years, the permissible range will
be reduced to 10 percent, then 5 percent. The board also put in place
a mechanism to ensure continued racial diversity. School officials
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believe they are taking an innovative student-assignment program
that has achieved racial diversity through choice and turning it into
an even better program to raise student achievement.

St. Louis, Missouri

St. Louis, Missouri, has the largest interdistrict integration pro-
gram in the nation with as many as 13,000 urban students attending
suburban schools and another 1,500 suburban students attending
urban schools. Initially part of a 1980s court-approved racial desegre-
gation settlement, the plan was, in the late 1990s, voluntarily extend-
ed by state legislators to the surprise of many.

In the early 1970s, plaintiffs sued to overturn de jure segregation
in St. Louis and the surrounding suburbs. In most jurisdictions around
the country, suburban communities were not included in urban deseg-
regation plans because they were not guilty of segregation; but St.
Louis proved an exception to this rule because there was evidence that
the suburbs and state were culpable parties. A federal judge threatened
to consolidate St. Louis and suburban schools into a single district, but
the state and suburban jurisdictions settled the suit, with an agree-
ment to allow black students to transfer to suburban schools until
between 15 percent and 25 percent of the student population was
black. The state agreed to pay for transportation and for the entire cost
of educating transfer students, and also to continue paying one-half
the state aid to St. Louis schools for each student who left. Under the
plan, black city students could choose to transfer to any of 122 schools
in sixteen suburban districts. The scheme also provided funding for
urban magnet schools to attract white suburban students.

The plan generally has been considered a success: urban students
who attended suburban schools were exposed to strong teaching, col-
lege fairs, and an environment of high expectations; they did better
academically at the high school level and had higher graduation rates
and college attendance rates than students who remained behind in
city schools that received compensatory spending. Some of the success
may be attributed to “creaming,” but not all of it, as transfer students
had lower entering test scores than urban students attending city mag-
nets, yet performed better in the end. 

When the state sought to end the program in the 1990s, it met
resistance not only from the NAACP, but also from business leaders
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and suburban legislators. Business cited research that the payoff was
greater for the interdistrict transfer program than investing in tradi-
tional compensatory spending schemes in urban schools. And many
state legislators from suburban areas supported continuation of the
program because suburban schools had become financially dependent
on the resources brought by transfer students. Adjustments were made
in the program; most notably, parents now choose from a limited num-
ber of suburban options within a particular zone to reduce transporta-
tion costs. As of 2002, suburbs may opt out of the program, but so far,
they appear interested in participating. Elements of the program are
slated to continue until 2021.

CONCLUSION

We recognize that promoting economically and racially integrated
schools will not be easy, but just as voucher supporters doggedly try to
change American education, district by district, those of us who sup-
port promoting equity in public education should engage the issue step
by step.  Voucher proponents have made their plan to use public funds
for private schools the nation’s most widely discussed education ini-
tiative despite the fact that only 14,000 students currently participate
in such programs. 

We believe it is possible for a small number of districts that are
committed to integrated schools to lead the way. Building on one
another’s successes and learning from mistakes, they can begin to cre-
ate a new movement to make good, once and for all, on the radical
promise of American public education. We need leadership that is
inspired, courageous, and determined. The obstacles are formidable,
but the stakes are too high not to take action in the best interests of
our children.
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ADDITIONAL COMMENTS OF LOWELL WEICKER

I concur with all that has been stated by the Task Force and its exec-
utive director, Rick Kahlenberg. They deserve support and appreci-

ation for all their hard work, deliberations, and conclusions. However,
it is what none of us are saying, albeit understanding, that I would like
to address at this point.

The nation’s children deserve an unqualified commitment to
excellence and equality in public education. It is not the job of poli-
cymakers to twist public education into a public/private pretzel in
order to accommodate private beliefs and circumstances—all the
while making available to such a system public funds.

If ethnic, racial, religious, or economic considerations are to be
accorded different emphasis in a child’s education, then that is best
achieved in the private or parochial sector. The content and adminis-
tration of public education must be blind to everything except deliv-
ery of excellent public education.

For too long leadership at all levels of government has been prac-
ticing political public education. Aside from being patently unfair, and
arguably unconstitutional, this politicizing has tied the striving for
excellence in public education into knots.

I appreciate the fact that it is parents who vote. But parents
should appreciate that it is their children who must face a world ever
changing. To send them out to deal with first-class opportunities and
dangers equipped with second-class learning is dumb.

The very fact this Task Force is in being reaffirms the problem of
educational isolation. And though its recommendations are exem-
plary, they are subordinated to an existing system of prejudices and
politics. It is that system that has to end unconditionally.
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ADDITIONAL COMMENTS OF JOHN DEGNAN

W hile I enthusiastically endorse the contents and recommenda-
tions of this report, I wish to disassociate myself from its unduly

negative commentary on the use of vouchers as a device to drive pub-
lic school reform. I believe the viability of the “common school”
would be the best public policy outcome. I also believe controlled
choice designed to achieve socioeconomic and racial integration is a
feasible approach toward that goal. However, I am not convinced that
the politics of public education will allow such a solution to work. It
is worth a try but in the event that my skepticism is validated, I would
not want the negative commentary on vouchers to suggest that they
might not be a viable alternative approach to force, through competi-
tion, a healthy and vibrant public school system.
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ADDITIONAL COMMENTS OF JAMES RYAN

W hile I wholeheartedly endorse the bulk of the Task Force report,
I respectfully disagree with the Task Force’s position regarding

vouchers. A well-structured voucher plan, like a well-structured pub-
lic school choice plan, can enhance opportunities for socioeconomic
integration. Indeed, in urban areas where entire school districts are
overwhelmingly poor, it will be difficult if not impossible to achieve
meaningful socioeconomic integration if choice is limited to the pub-
lic realm. Allowing students in urban districts the opportunity to
attend private schools will not solve this problem completely, but it
will ensure that more of these students end up in majority middle-class
schools. There are risks involved in using vouchers, to be sure; vouch-
er programs, if not regulated, could increase racial and socioeconomic
stratification rather than decrease it. The same risks, however, attend
public school choice.  It is precisely for this reason that the Task Force
recommends regulating public school choice, and it is for this same
reason that I would recommend regulating voucher programs: to
ensure that choice is used as a tool to promote rather than hinder
socioeconomic integration. If we as a society want to do all that we
can to assist poor students, we must transcend our ideological predis-
positions and work to create as many opportunities as we can for these
students. Simply writing off vouchers because there are risks involved,
while at the same time endorsing a program of public school choice
that entails similar risks, artificially limits the opportunities available
to poor students. I cannot support such a restriction. 
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