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Champaign, Illinois, is a medium-sized city of over 80,000
people located 135 miles south of Chicago, known by many
in the state for being home to the University of Illinois at
Urbana-Champaign. A majority (65 percent) of residents
are white, with black residents making up the next largest
share of the population (16 percent), followed by Asian
residents (11 percent), and Hispanic residents (6 percent).
Median family income is below the state average, at roughly
$42,000 compared to $57,000 statewide.1

discipline, and perceptions of school climate for students
of color have resulted in large academic achievement gaps
across both race and socioeconomic status. Perhaps the
lesson of Champaign’s progress and continued challenges
is that desegregating schools is only the beginning of work
on equity. In order to improve student outcomes across the
district, Champaign must address the opportunity gap that
currently prevents all students in the district from having
access to the educational resources they need.

Champaign Community Unit School District #4
(Champaign Schools) serves roughly 10,000 students in
Champaign and neighboring towns of Savoy and Bondville.2
While Champaign city is majority white, the public school
population is more racially diverse. As of fall 2015, 37 percent
of students were white, 35 percent black, 11 percent Hispanic,
9 percent Asian, 8 percent other races and ethnicities. Over
half (58 percent) of students are low-income, 8 percent are
English language learners, and 14 percent of students have
disabilities.3

History of School Integration Efforts
in Champaign

Champaign has implemented a successful plan to
desegregate schools, first instituted in response to litigation
and now continued voluntarily. However, persistent
struggles to address disparities in academic offerings, school

Champaign is a community with a long history of racial
tension, geographically divided between the North End,
where most black residents live, and the South End, which
is largely white.4 In 1961, the League of Women Voters
found that Champaign had the worst housing segregation
in the state of Illinois.5 And when the U.S. Supreme Court’s
decision in Brown v. Board came down in 1954, ending legal
segregation of schools, Champaign still had all-black and
all-white schools, despite Illinois laws prohibiting school
segregation. The district bussed white students in the north
part of town past their neighborhood schools to an all-white
school instead.6

This report can be found online at: https://tcf.org/content/report/champaign-schools/
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During the 1960s and 1970s, Champaign began
desegregating its schools by creating a magnet school in the
North End to attract more white families to a school in that
part of town and establishing attendance patterns that sent
most black students from the North End to predominantly
white schools in the southern part of town.7

That same year, the district and plaintiffs signed a settlement
ending the consent decree.12 As part of the settlement, the
district agreed to take a number of actions to continue
work addressing racial inequity, including establishing an
Education Equity Excellence Committee and revising the
district’s special education policy.13

In the 1990s, black community members began raising
concerns about the district’s enrollment practices and
the opportunities afforded black students. In 1996, led by
advocate John Lee Johnson, they filed a complaint with
the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Civil Rights
arguing that the district was placing an undue travel burden
on black families and raising concerns about achievement
gaps, underrepresentation of black students in high-level
courses and programs, and overrepresentation of students
in special education.8

After the expiration of the consent decree, the district
decided to continue their choice-based equitable enrollment
system as part of a new voluntary integration plan.14 In 2011,
the district won a $5 million grant from the federal Magnet
Schools Assistance Program to support new programming
designed to diversify enrollment and improve student
achievement in three of the district’s elementary schools.15

In response to these complaints and impending litigation,
Champaign instituted a choice-based, diversity-conscious
enrollment plan in 1997, modeled after Cambridge,
Massachusetts’ “controlled choice” strategy.9 The district
replaced geographic zone-based enrollment in elementary
schools with a system in which families ranked their school
choices and were assigned to schools according to an
algorithm that looked at families’ choices and also ensured
racial balance in each of the schools. The district created
a planning committee including a racially diverse group of
community members to help establish a Parent Information
Center (later renamed the Family Information Center) to
help families navigate the new choice system and establish
plans for outreach.10
In 2002, the district entered into a consent decree with the
black plaintiffs who had issued the complaint against the
district requiring the district to take a number of actions
to address racial inequality in the district. The controlled
choice assignment process continued. In 2009, in response
to the 2007 Supreme Court decision in Parents Involved in
Community Schools, which limited school districts’ ability
to consider individual students’ race in school assignments,
Champaign revised its policy to use free and reduced-price
lunch eligibility as a socioeconomic indicator replacing race.11

The Current Plan
Enrollment in Champaign’s elementary schools continues
to operate through “controlled choice.” Families rank their
school choices and fill out an application indicating whether
or not their child is eligible for free or reduced-price lunch.
The student assignment system ensures that each school
ends up with a relatively even balance of low-income
students—such that each school falls within 15 percentage
points of the district average for enrollment of students
eligible for free and reduced-price lunch—while also giving
a preference to siblings and students that live within a 1.5mile radius of the school.16 The district’s Family Information
Center conducts extensive outreach to families to explain the
process and walk them through their school options, holding
community forums and open houses throughout the year,
and scheduling both daytime and evening opportunities
for families to visit schools.17 Typically, close to 90 percent
of incoming kindergarten families receive their first choice
school.18
District leaders also meet with local real estate agents
once a year to explain the enrollment process and ensure
that agents are equipped to represent the process
accurately to prospective homebuyers.19 Champaign
provides transportation for any student who does not
live walking distance from their school, which in a choicebased enrollment system can mean operating a number of
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different buses and routes. One of the ways that Champaign
has helped to control transportation costs is by having half
of its elementary schools operate on an early schedule and
half on a late schedule. These staggered start and end times
allow one fleet of busses to run two routes each morning
and afternoon.20
At the middle school level, Champaign maintains integrated
schools by developing a feeder pattern of clusters of
elementary schools that flow into middle schools, with the
diversity established through elementary school admissions
creating a foundation for diverse middle schools. The
district’s two high schools use geographic attendance zones
that are redrawn periodically to ensure socioeconomic and
racial diversity.21

Impact on Integration
and Student Outcomes
Champaign’s efforts to continue work on school integration
even after the end of their consent decree have resulted in
relatively integrated schools across the district. However,
Champaign has struggled to increase integration within
schools by boosting diversity in high-level programs and
coursework, and achievement gaps in the district remain
high.

School Diversity
Most of Champaign’s schools meet the district’s goal of
falling within 15 percentage points of the district average

FIGURE 1. ENROLLMENT BY SOCIOECONOMIC
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for enrollment of low-income students (see Figure 1).
According to Susan Zola, Assistant Superintendent for
Achievement, Curriculum and Instruction, the biggest
challenge to maintaining socioeconomic balance among
elementary schools is continually working to improve
schools that fewer families rank as a top choice. The
district’s federal magnet funding has helped to create new
programming, boost student achievement, and increase
the number of families choosing some of these schools, but
imbalances remain. In some of the under-chosen schools,
families may leave mid-year if they are offered a seat at
another school, while students who move into the district
after the initial registration period end up enrolling in the
under-chosen schools because they have seats available.
Because the families leaving when they get off a waitlist tend
to be middle-class, and families moving into the district after

registration tend to be low-income, this can push some of
the schools outside the 15 percentage-point window above
or below the district average.22 Cambridge Public Schools
in Massachusetts addresses this issue by reserving seats in
some of the district’s most popular schools specifically for
low-income students who enter the district mid-year, but
Champaign does not currently have a similar policy.23
Within Champaign’s schools, however, there are sharp
divides in the demographics of students participating in
different academic level programs. At the elementary school
level, only 3 percent of black students, 3 percent of Hispanic
students, and 2 percent of low-income students are enrolled
in gifted programs, compared to 8 percent of white students
and 37 percent of Asian students.24 Across the district’s
middle schools, only 39 percent of black students, 52 percent

FIGURE 2. PERCENTAGE OF STUDENTS PASSING THE 2015 PARCC ASSESSMENT,
CHAMPAIGN SCHOOLS VS. ILLINOIS
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FIGURE 3. ACHIEVEMENT GAPS IN STATE TEST SCORES,
CHAMPAIGN SCHOOLS VS. ILLINOIS

Note: Achievement gap is calculated as the difference in the percentage of students in the two demographic subgroups with scores in level 4
(“met expectations”) or above on the PARCC assessment, combining results for reading and math tests.
Source: 2015 PARCC assessment data, Illinois Report Card 2014-2015, https://www.illinoisreportcard.com/.

FIGURE 4. HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATION RATES FOR BLACK, HISPANIC,
AND LOW-INCOME STUDENTS IN CHAMPAIGN SCHOOLS

Source: Education, Equity, Excellence Committee,
“Data Presentation,” Champaign Unit School District #4, August 25, 2016,
emailed to Halley Potter by Susan Zola, August 29, 2016, p. 29.

The Century Foundation | tcf.org 										

18

of Hispanic students, and 43 percent of low-income students
are enrolled in honors classes, compared to 74 percent of
their white peers and 89 percent of their Asian peers.25 And
in high schools, while 27 percent of white students and 40
percent of Asian students take AP courses, only 5 percent of
black students, 9 percent of Hispanic students, and 7 percent
of low-income students do.26

Academic Achievement
White, Asian, and non-low-income students in Champaign
all perform above the state average on standardized
tests; however, low-income students and black students in
Champaign perform significantly below the state average,
while Hispanic and Pacific Islander students also perform
slightly below state average (see Figure 2). As a result,
Champaign has large achievement gaps based on race and
socioeconomic status. In 2015, across all tested grades, the
achievement gaps between low-income students and nonlow-income students, as well as between white and black
students, were greater than the state average. However, these
gaps do generally narrow somewhat and become closer to
the state average in later grades (see Figure 3). While these
achievement gaps remain a great concern, the district has
made some progress in recent years with graduation rates.
Since 2011, Champaign has seen increased graduation rates
for low-income, black, and Hispanic students (see Figure 4).

that they have the skills within their professional craft,” Zola
explained.27
The district has also begun work incorporating elements
of trauma-informed care in their schools, working with
administrators, teachers, social workers, and psychologists to
target the needs of students who have suffered various forms
of trauma.28 Ryan Cowell, principal of Booker T. Washington
STEM Academy, one of the elementary schools that
received grant funding in recent years, described this as a
central challenge and goal moving forward: “We… have a
lot of students with incredible needs, including many who
have experienced various forms of trauma that impact them
tremendously. We are working hard to build our expertise in
creating a therapeutic environment to best support all of our
students.”29

Next Steps

District administrators are also taking a hard look at
suspension data for the district. While only 35 percent of
Champaign’s students are black, 76 percent of suspensions
are assigned to black students.30 Champaign has instituted
new programs to provide additional supports for students
with repeat suspensions, including the Lead4Life Identity
Project, which guides middle and high school students
through projects tied to personal growth, and Operation
Hope, Jr., an alternative summer school program for middle
school students that includes helping students find “an
advocate” in the district—a teacher or administrator who can
stand up for them.31

Reducing academic achievement gaps for low-income
students and students of color are central concerns for
Champaign, and the district has instituted some new
strategies to address this persistent problem. The district
recently decided to build specific goals for academic growth
of black students and special education students into
principal evaluations. They are also working with outside
experts to develop staff training around culturally responsive
work and developing a positive growth mindset. “When you
look at the needs of African-American students, you have to
look at the adults who are working with them, and make sure
they have a mindset that these students can be successful,

One of the areas which the district has not yet addressed
is teacher and staff diversity. Although concern about the
lack of black teachers was raised by the black community in
Champaign already in the 1990s, the district has made little
progress in the past decade in diversifying its teaching staff.32
From 2006 to 2015, the percentage of white teachers in the
district has stayed constant at 84 percent. Meanwhile, the
percentage of black teachers has fallen from 11 percent to
8 percent. (The percentage of Hispanic and Asian teachers
grew slightly.)33 Increasing the diversity of the teaching force
in Champaign—and working with teachers of all races to
address implicit bias—could help more students of color
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in the district find teachers who provide them with strong
academic and social support.

6 Julie Wurth, “Integration Took a Long Time in Some Local Communities,”
The News-Gazette, February 13, 2011, http://www.news-gazette.com/news/local/2011-02-13/integration-took-long-time-some-local-communities.html.
8 “Johnson, John Lee. Papers, 1964-2009,” Illinois History and Lincoln Collections,
Library, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, n.d. http://www.library.illinois.
Another cause for concern is that the black and white edu/ihx/archon/?p=collections/controlcard&id=825; “Case Profile: Johnson v.
Champaign Community Schools,” Civil Rights Litigation Clearinghouse, 2015,
communities in Champaign also report quite different http://www.clearinghouse.net/detail.php?id=13723.
9 Charles Vert Willie, Ralph Edwards, and Michael J. Alves, Student Diversity,
perceptions of school climate. School climate surveys Choice, and School Improvement (Westport, Conn.: Bergin & Garvey, 2002), p.
conducted in 2000 and 2009 indicate that black educators, 63.
10 Charles Vert Willie, Ralph Edwards, and Michael J. Alves, Student Diversity,
students, and parents consistently had more negative Choice, and School Improvement (Westport, Conn.: Bergin & Garvey, 2002), p.
63.
perceptions of school climate than their white peers, and 11 Jodi Heckel, “Income to Be Factor in Champaign School Assignments,”
that their perceptions of school climate did not change The News-Gazette, January 9, 2009, http://www.news-gazette.com/news/local/2009-01-09/income-be-factor-champaign-school-assignments.html.
much over that period of time.34
12 “Commitment to Diversity,” Champaign Community Unit School District #4,
n.d., http://www.champaignschools.org/pages/district/commitment-diversity.
13 Settlement Agreement, Johnson v. Board of Education off Champaign ComWhile Champaign’s commitment to continuing school munity Unit School District #4, Case No. 00-1349 (C.D. Ill. July 28, 2009), http://
www.champaignschools.org/sites/default/files/CD_settlement.pdf.
integration has created relatively diverse schools in the 14 Christina Bongabong, “Champaign Unit 4 Adopts Desegregation Plan in
Hopes of Winning MSAP Grant,” Daily Illini, April 12, 2010, http://eblackcu.
district, chronic differences in the opportunities, experiences, net/portal/archive/files/champaign-unit-4_daily-illini-msap-grant-april-12and outcomes for students of different backgrounds have 2010_0d7e1fd5db.pdf.
15 “District Awarded $5 Million Magnet Grant,” Champaign Community Unit
not been addressed. In addition to the work that it is already School District 4, September 28, 2011, http://www.champaignschools.org/newsroom/article/3371.
pursuing related to school discipline, growth mindset, and 16 Welcome to Champaign Schools, Champaign Community Unit School Distrauma-informed care, Champaign will likely need to focus trict 4, 2016, http://choice.champaignschools.org/files/ChoiceBook2016.pdf p. 3.
17 Susan Zola, phone interview by author, September 28, 2016.
on these issues of staff diversity and school climate in order 18 Susan Zola, phone interview by author, April 1, 2016; “Update on Kindergarten
Assignment Process,” Champaign Community Unit School District 4, April 24,
to provide more equitable outcomes for students of color 2012, http://www.champaignschools.org/news-room/article/3448.
19 Susan Zola, phone interview by author, August 29, 2016.
and low-income students in the district.
20 Susan Zola, phone interview by author, April 1, 2016.
21 Board Policy 705.09, “Attendance – Schools of Controlled Choice Seat Assignment,” Champaign Community Until School District No. 4, Approved December
Halley Potter is a fellow at The Century Foundation, 10, 2012, http://choice.champaignschools.org/files/705%2009%20Attendance%20
where she researches public policy solutions for addressing -%20Schools%20of%20Controlled%20Choice%20Seat%20Assignment%20%20
12-10-12.pdf p. 5; Susan Zola, phone interview by author, August 29, 2016.
educational inequality.
22 Susan Zola, phone interview by author, April 1, 2016.
23 Carole Learned-Miller, “Cambridge Public Schools: Pioneers of Equitable
Choice,” The Century Foundation.
24 Education, Equity, Excellence Committee, “Data Presentation,” Champaign
Unit School District #4, August 25, 2016, emailed to Halley Potter by Susan Zola,
August 29, 2016, p. 4.
25 Education, Equity, Excellence Committee, “Data Presentation,” Champaign
1 QuickFacts, Illinois and Champaign City, 2010-2015 data,” U.S. Census Bureau,
Unit School District #4, August 25, 2016, emailed to Halley Potter by Susan Zola,
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/table/PST045215/17,1712385,00.
August 29, 2016, p. 13.
2 “Welcome to Champaign Schools!,” Champaign Community Unit School
26 Education, Equity, Excellence Committee, “Data Presentation,” Champaign
District #4, https://www.champaignschools.org/pages/district/welcome-chamUnit School District #4, August 25, 2016, emailed to Halley Potter by Susan Zola,
paign-schools (accessed September 26, 2016).
August 29, 2016, p. 22.
3 Education, Equity, Excellence Committee, “Data Presentation,” Champaign
27 Susan Zola, phone interview by author, August 29, 2016.
Unit School District #4, August 25, 2016, emailed to Halley Potter by Susan Zola,
28 Susan Zola, phone interview by author, August 29, 2016.
August 29, 2016. Low-income students are defined as those who are eligible
29 Ryan Cowell, email interview by author, September 14, 2016.
to receive free or reduced-price lunches, who live in substitute care, or whose
30 Education, Equity, Excellence Committee, “Data Presentation,” Champaign
families receive public aid.
Unit School District #4, August 25, 2016, emailed to Halley Potter by Susan Zola,
4 Sheneka M. Williams, “The Politics of Maintaining Balanced Schools: An ExAugust 29, 2016, p. 51.
amination of Three Districts,” in The Future of School Integration: Socioeconomic
31 Education, Equity, Excellence Committee, “Data Presentation,” Champaign
Diversity as an Education Reform Strategy, ed. Richard D. Kahlenberg (New York:
Unit School District #4, August 25, 2016, emailed to Halley Potter by Susan Zola,
The Century Foundation, 2012), p. 274; Natalie Prochaska, “How Champaign’s
August 29, 2016, p. 52-54.
Segregated North End was Created 1940-1960,” The Public, January 2016,
32 Sheneka M. Williams, “The Politics of Maintaining Balanced Schools: An Exhttp://publici.ucimc.org/how-champaigns-segregated-north-end-was-creatamination of Three Districts,” in The Future of School Integration: Socioeconomic
ed-1940-1960/.
Diversity as an Education Reform Strategy, ed. Richard D. Kahlenberg (New York:
5 Paul Rexroat, “Housing Report: Segregation Here Worst in Illinois?” ChamThe Century Foundation, 2012), p. 274.
paign-Urbana Courier, October 20, 1961, http://www.usd116.org/profdev/ahtc/
33 “Illinois Report Card 2014-2015,” Illinois Report Card, 2015, https://www.
lessons/Adrian2007/Adrian07L1/Housing102061.pdf.
illinoisreportcard.com/.
6 Julie Wurth, “Integration Took a Long Time in Some Local Communities,”
34 Mark S. Aberg, “A Draft Report of Primary Findings of the 2009 School
The News-Gazette, February 13, 2011, http://www.news-gazette.com/news/loClimate Study for Champaign Community Unit School District 4,” December 15,
cal/2011-02-13/integration-took-long-time-some-local-communities.html.
2010, http://eblackcu.net/portal/archive/files/champaign-2009-school-climatereport—draft-121510_7f2c001d9f.pdf, p. 32-35, 38.
The Century Foundation | tcf.org 										

Notes

20

