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INTRODUCTION 

The U.S. Supreme Court’s decision to curtail significantly the ability of school districts to integrate 
by race has shifted attention to a new and growing alternative form of integration based on the 
socioeconomic status of students. Although the Court struck down plans in Louisville and Seattle, 
which used race as a factor in student assignment, it is clear that using a race-neutral alternative—
such as family income—is perfectly legal.  

 The Court’s rulings invalidated Seattle and Louisville’s integration plans because, in the 
words of Justice Anthony Kennedy, “the schools could have achieved their stated ends through 
different means.” Before categorizing individuals by race, other methods must first be explored, he 
said.1 Although Kennedy outlined a number of race-conscious alternatives that would be 
permissible, including “strategic site selection of new schools,” and “drawing attendance zones with 
general recognition of the demographics of the neighborhood,” Justice Stephen Breyer, in his 
dissent, noted that those alternatives were unlikely to be effective.2 

 By contrast, socioeconomic school integration offers two major attractions. Because of the 
overlap between race and economic status in the United States, socioeconomic integration plans can 
indirectly provide a significant measure of racial diversity in schooling without running afoul of the 
Constitution. Moreover, socioeconomic integration can help districts raise student achievement in 
order to meet the standards of the federal No Child Left Behind Act. A large body of research has 
long shown that concentrations of poverty—even more than concentrations of minority students—
can impede academic achievement, and that providing all students with the chance to attend mixed-
income schools can raise overall levels of achievement. Breaking up concentrations of poverty is 
not, as one judge suggested, a “clumsier proxy device”3 for obtaining a certain racial result; it is a 
powerful educational strategy for raising student achievement. 

 The Supreme Court’s decision to curtail the use of race was unfortunate because there is no 
more efficient way to produce the important goal of racially integrated schools than using race per 
se.4 It would be an enormous shame, however, if the many districts now using race in student 
assignment took the U.S. Supreme Court decisions invalidating voluntary race-conscious plans in 
Louisville and Seattle to conclude that they should give up on school integration altogether. Separate 
but equal has never worked well as an educational strategy, and it is important to recognize that a 
viable race-neutral alternative exists, one that has already been put into practice in many districts 
across the country. 

 Over the past fifteen years, and in particular since 2000, a growing number of districts have 
begun using a student’s family income as a factor deciding where students should attend school. 
Today, roughly forty districts, educating 2.5 million students, in “red” states and “blue” states across 
the country, are known to look at family income as a way to assign students. These districts include 
Baltimore County School District, Maryland;5 Boulder Valley School District, Colorado;6 Charles 
County School District, Maryland;7 Christina School District, Delaware;8 Clark County (Las Vegas), 
Nevada;9 Coweta County, Georgia;10 Duval County (Jacksonville) Public School District, Florida;11 
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Eugene Public School District, Oregon;12 Fresno Unified School District, Florida;13 Greenville 
County Public School District, South Carolina;14 Guilford County Public School District, North 
Carolina;15 Hamilton County Public School District (Chattanooga), Tennessee;16 Manchester School 
District, Connecticut;17 Miami-Dade County School District, Florida;18 Montgomery County Public 
Schools, Maryland;19 Moorpark United School District, California;20 New York City Public Schools: 
Community School Districts 13, 14, 15, 20 and 21, New York;21 Palm Beach County School District, 
Florida;22 Portland Public School District, Oregon;23 Proviso Township High Schools, Illinois;24 
Rock Hill Public School District of York County, South Carolina;25 San Jose Unified School District, 
California;26 Seminole County Public Schools, Florida;27 South Orange-Maplewood Public School 
District, New Jersey;28 Springdale Public School District, Arkansas;29 St. Lucie County Public School 
District, Florida;30 and Williamsburg-James County School District, Virginia.31  

 This paper provides profiles of twelve districts. Three districts are described in depth: Wake 
County (Raleigh), North Carolina; La Crosse, Wisconsin; and Cambridge, Massachusetts. In 
addition, the paper outlines plans in Berkeley, California; Brandywine, Delaware; Charlotte-
Mecklenburg, North Carolina; Manatee County, Florida; McKinney, Texas; Minneapolis, Minnesota; 
Omaha, Nebraska; Rochester, New York; and San Francisco, California. The paper also includes a 
few broad lessons about what features contribute to the success of programs. 

 The first district known to integrate by socioeconomic status was La Crosse, Wisconsin, 
which redrew high school district lines in the late 1970s and elementary school lines in the early 
1990s to balance better the proportion of students receiving federally subsidized school lunch, a 
common indicator of low-income status. In more recent years, a number of additional districts have 
begun using economic status as a factor in assigning students. In Wake County (Raleigh), North 
Carolina, for example, the district adopted a policy goal in 2000 that no school should have more 
than 40 percent of students receiving free or reduced price lunch or have more than 25 percent of 
students achieving below grade level. Wake County’s economic integration plan has had 
considerable success in both producing racial integration and raising academic achievement. (See 
Wake County profile.)  

 As the following profiles suggest, however, socioeconomic integration plans vary 
dramatically in detail, and certain programs appear to be far more successful than others. Two major 
lessons emerge from this new movement. 

 First, system-wide goals are more effective in producing achievement results and racial 
integration than more modest goals. While Wake County has had success with its district-wide 40 
percent cap on low-income students, some districts with more passive programs have been far less 
successful. For example, nearby Charlotte-Mecklenburg, North Carolina, uses socioeconomic status 
as a factor in approving and disapproving student transfers. But because there is no overall goal of 
achieving a rough economic parity in the schools, or mechanisms in place to achieve that, the 
schools are resegregating by both class and race.32 
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 Second, using public school choice and magnet schools tends to be more politically 
acceptable than redrawing school boundaries to achieve socioeconomic integration. School districts 
have learned a great deal about how to integrate students voluntarily with different backgrounds 
since the crisis over implementing court-ordered busing in the 1970s. Today, most successful 
districts rely primarily on student assignment systems that utilize magnet schools and public school 
choice, rather than mandatory assignment and compulsory busing, to achieve the goal of 
socioeconomic integration. In Cambridge, Massachusetts, for example, all schools have been 
designated magnet schools. Under a system known as “controlled choice,” parents rank their 
preferences among schools, and the district honors choices in a way to ensure that all schools are 
within a given percentage-point range of the system’s average eligibility for free and reduced price 
lunch. The biggest public backlash against integration tends to come from compulsory redistricting, 
which offers parents no say in the matter of where their children attend school and offers little 
incentive for middle-class families to support integration. In places such as Manatee, Florida, for 
example, there was huge political fallout when some students were redistricted from high-
performing schools, designated as “A” schools in Florida’s parlance, to “F” schools in order to 
achieve greater economic balance. Manatee’s subsequent plan to use economic status as a factor in 
its public school choice program, by contrast, generated little opposition. (See Manatee profile.) 

 In many of the communities that attempt to pursue socioeconomic integration, the politics 
have been heated. The program requires heavy political lifting and genuine leadership. But many 
parents, educators, and business and religious leaders know intuitively what the research has told us: 
separate schools for rich and poor are inherently unequal. School board members that have the 
fortitude to tackle this problem likely will face opposition from some middle-class parents who 
believe that with their home selection, they have “purchased” the right to send their children to 
economically homogeneous neighborhood public schools. The best thing going for socioeconomic 
integration politically is that it works educationally, raising the academic achievement of low-income 
students while maintaining high levels of achievement for middle-class children. 

 This report begins with background on why school districts pursue socioeconomic 
integration. The second section highlights three leading districts with the longest-standing and most 
comprehensive socioeconomic integration policies: Wake County, La Crosse, and Cambridge. The 
third section provides shorter profiles of nine additional communities that are using socioeconomic 
status as a factor in assignment. A fourth section looks ahead at additional school districts that may 
move toward socioeconomic integration, including districts already discussing that possibility (such 
as Burlington, Vermont, and Pasadena, California) as well as districts now employing race as a 
criterion that may shift toward socioeconomic status (such as Louisville; Seattle; Lynn, 
Massachusetts; and others). 

 It is clear from the profiles that follow that socioeconomic school integration, when well 
implemented, can significantly boost academic achievement and also provide for students a racially 
integrated schooling environment that can contribute to greater social cohesion. Socioeconomic 
integration does not by itself eliminate the achievement gap between income groups, much of which 
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is rooted in inequalities in home environment. But it does eliminate the “double jeopardy” that low-
income students face in high-poverty schools, and that change, by itself, is very significant.  

I. WHY SCHOOL DISTRICTS PURSUE SOCIOECONOMIC SCHOOL 

INTEGRATION 

 Public schools have always had the twin goals of training informed citizens and productive 
workers, of promoting social cohesion and social mobility. Both sets of goals are severely undercut 
by growing segregation of schools—by economic status and by race—so in recent years, some forty 
school districts have begun to pursue conscious strategies to integrate students by economic status. 

TRAINING PRODUCTIVE WORKERS AND PROMOTING SOCIAL MOBILITY 

The first major reason school districts are pursuing socioeconomic integration is that these 
districts—under pressure from the No Child Left Behind Act to raise student achievement—are 
acting on forty years of research that shows that the single most important predictor of academic 
achievement is the socioeconomic status of the family a child comes from, and the second most 
important predictor is the socioeconomic makeup of the school she attends.33 All students—rich, 
poor, white, black, Latino, and Asian—perform significantly better in schools with strong middle-
class populations than they do in high poverty schools. Virtually everything that educators talk about 
as desirable in a school—high standards and expectations, good teachers, active parents, a safe and 
orderly environment, a stable student and teacher population—are more likely to be found in 
economically mixed schools than in high-poverty schools.  

 While it is possible to make schools with high concentrations of poverty work—we all know 
of such individual schools—it is extremely uncommon. A study by University of Wisconsin 
professor Douglas Harris, for example, found that middle-class schools (those with fewer than 50 
percent of students eligible for free and reduced-price lunch) are twenty-two times as likely to be 
consistently high performing as high-poverty schools (those with 50 percent or more of students 
eligible for subsidized lunch).34 

 Middle-class schools perform better in part because middle-class students on average receive 
more support at home and come to school better prepared. But the vastly different educational 
environments typically found in middle-class and high-poverty schools also have a profound effect 
on achievement. On the 2005 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) given to 
fourth graders in math, for example, low-income students attending more-affluent schools scored 
substantially higher (239) than low-income students in high-poverty schools (219). This twenty-point 
difference is the equivalent of almost two years of learning. Indeed, low-income students given a 
chance to attend more-affluent schools performed more than half a year better, on average, than 
middle-income students who attend high-poverty schools (231).35 At the high school level, similar 
results are found. In 2005, for example, University of California professor Russell Rumberger and 
his colleague Gregory J. Palardy found that a school’s socioeconomic status had as much impact on 
the achievement growth of high school students as a student’s individual economic status.36  
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  Research finds that socioeconomic school integration is a more powerful lever for raising 
academic achievement than racial integration per se. Racial desegregation raised black achievement 
in certain areas (such as Charlotte, North Carolina, where middle-class whites and low-income 
blacks were integrated) but not in others (such as Boston, in the mid-1970s, where low-income 
whites and low-income blacks were integrated). Research found that the academic benefits of racial 
desegregation came not from giving African American students a chance to sit next to whites, but 
from giving poor students of all races a chance to attend predominantly middle-class institutions.37   

 Why does it matter to student achievement if a child attends a middle-class or high-poverty 
school? While money matters a great deal in education, people matter more. Consider the three main 
sets of actors in a school: students, parents, and faculty (teachers and principals). Research suggests 
that students learn a great deal from their peers, so it is an advantage to have classmates who are 
academically engaged and aspire to go on to college. Peers in middle-income schools are more likely 
to do homework and graduate, and less likely to watch television and cut class—all of which have 
been found to influence the behavior of classmates. Middle-class schools report half as many 
disorder problems as low-income schools, so more learning goes on. It is also an advantage to have 
high-achieving peers, whose knowledge is shared informally with classmates all day long. Middle-
class peers come to schools with twice the vocabulary of low-income children, for example, so any 
given child is more likely to expand his vocabulary in a middle-class school through informal 
interaction.38  

 Parents are also an important part of the school community, and research finds that it is an 
advantage to attend a school where parents are actively involved, volunteer in the classroom, and 
hold school officials accountable. Research repeatedly finds that middle-class parents are more likely 
to be involved in schools. Not having to work three jobs and having a car makes it easier to help 
out, so it is not surprising that, in middle-class schools, parents are four times as likely to be 
members of the Parent-Teacher Association (PTA).39  

 Finally, research finds that the best teachers, on average, are attracted to middle-class 
schools. Teachers in middle-class schools are more likely to be licensed, to be teaching in their field 
of expertise, to have high teacher test scores, to have greater teaching experience, and to have more 
formal education. Teachers generally consider it a promotion to move from high-poverty to middle-
class schools, and many of the best teachers transfer into middle-class schools at the first 
opportunity. Moreover, teachers in middle-class schools are more likely to have high expectations. 
Research has found that the grade of C in a middle-class school is the same as a grade of A in a 
high-poverty school, as measured by standardized tests results. Middle-class schools are also more 
likely to offer Advanced Placement classes and high-level math.40 

 Are middle-class children hurt by attending economically mixed schools? The research 
suggests that sprinkling a few middle-class children into a school of highly concentrated poverty may 
hurt their academic achievement, but so long as a critical mass of the students are middle class (not 
eligible for free and reduced price lunch), middle-class student achievement does not decline with 
the presence of some low-income students. Studies find that integration is not a zero-sum game, in 
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which gains for low-income students are offset by declines in middle-class achievement. This is true 
in part because the majority is what sets the tone in a school, and because research finds that middle-
class children are less affected by school influences (for good or ill) than low-income children.41 

 Of course, in some jurisdictions (about 14 percent nationally), it will be impossible to get to 
the goal of 50 percent or more middle-class student populations in every school because the entire 
district student population is majority low-income.42 But nationally, almost two-thirds of students 
are middle class, and creative efforts to integrate schools across existing school district lines can 
pursued. Today, an estimated 500,000 students cross school district lines each day through 
interdistrict public school choice programs.43   

TRAINING TOLERANT CITIZENS AND PROMOTING SOCIAL COHESION 

he second major reason school districts are pursuing socioeconomic school integration is that it can 
often produce a fair amount of racial integration, which has important societal benefits, apart from 
the question of achievement. In a diverse nation, made up of peoples from around the world, the 
public schools in the United States have a special role to help unify the country and teach students 
what it means to be an American. Common schools—schools common to students of all 
backgrounds—provide the glue necessary to hold the country together. Numerous studies have 
found that racial integration in public schools is important to fostering tolerant adults and good 
citizens.44 As Justice Thurgood Marshall noted in one desegregation case, “unless our children begin 
to learn together, then there is little hope that our people will ever learn to live together.”45 

 Of course, there is no better way to achieve racial integration than using race itself, but the 
Supreme Court has now limited that option. Under the U.S. Supreme Court’s reading of the 
Fourteenth Amendment’s Equal Protection Clause, any use of race—even for the benign purpose of 
promoting voluntary integration—is subject to “strict scrutiny.” This is a very exacting standard of 
review, which requires government to offer a “compelling” interest and ensure that the means 
employed are “narrowly tailored.” 

 By contrast, however, socioeconomic integration programs are on very sound legal footing. 
The government’s use of economic status need meet only the more relaxed “rational basis” test.46 
Even opponents of using race in student assignment—such as the Bush Administration and 
conservative organizations such as the Pacific Legal Foundation, the American Civil Rights Institute, 
and the Center for Equal Opportunity Center—concede that using socioeconomic status in student 
assignment is perfectly legal.47 In fact, a legal challenge to Wake County’s socioeconomic integration 
program was rebuffed by the Bush Administration’s Education Department in 2003.48  

 While employing race is the most efficient method of promoting racial integration, the 
evidence suggests that socioeconomic integration in many cases can produce a substantial racial 
dividend. For one thing, African American and other minority students are almost three times as 
likely to be low-income as white students. Among fourth grade students nationally in 2005, only 24 
percent of whites but 70 percent of African Americans and 73 percent of Latinos were eligible for 
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free or reduced-price lunch.49 Furthermore, within the universe of low-income students, poor blacks 
are more likely to live in concentrated poverty and attend high-poverty schools than poor whites. 
The Harvard Civil Rights Project, for example, found that in the 2003–2004 school year, only 15 
percent of schools with 0–10 percent minority populations were high poverty, compared with 76 
percent of schools with 90–100 percent minority populations.50 Noting the strong link between 
racial segregation and poverty concentrations, important voices in the civil rights community have 
long argued that a significant benefit of desegregating by race is desegregation by socioeconomic 
status.51 By the same logic, a significant benefit of policies aimed at breaking up concentrations of 
poverty is a meaningful amount of integration by race.  

 According to a 2002 Century Foundation study conducted by Duncan Chaplin of the Urban 
Institute, integrating poor and nonpoor students results in 55.6 percent as much black/white 
integration as poor/nonpoor integration at the district level. If integration occurs at the metropolitan 
level, 79.9 percent as much black/white integration occurs as poor/nonpoor integration. Chaplin 
concludes, “To summarize, although economic integration is no guarantee of racial integration, it 
does appear that substantial impacts are possible and that the largest impacts may occur where they 
are most needed.”52 In Wake County, for example, when the school district switched from a policy 
of racial integration to one that emphasizes socioeconomic integration in 2000, much of the 
previous racial integration was preserved. (See profile on Wake County.) 

II. LEADING DISTRICTS PURSUING SOCIOECONOMIC SCHOOL 

INTEGRATION 

This section of the paper presents profiles of three leading districts that are integrating student 
populations by socioeconomic status: Wake County, North Carolina; La Crosse, Wisconsin; and 
Cambridge, Massachusetts. 

 WAKE COUNTY (RALEIGH), NORTH CAROLINA
53 

The Wake County, North Carolina school district, which includes Raleigh and surrounding areas, is 
the second largest district in North Carolina, and the twenty-first largest in the United States. In 
2006–07 it had 128,000 students, and is projected to have 136,000 in 2007–08 educated in 153 
schools. The total student population has doubled since 1990.54  

 Located in the Research Triangle Park, the area is booming economically, and has a median 
family income of $67,000, making it the richest county in North Carolina and the seventy-ninth-
wealthiest nationally.55 The public school student population in 2006–07 was 53.8 percent white, 
26.8 percent African American, 10.2 percent Hispanic, 5.0 percent Asian, 3.9 percent multiracial, and 
0.3 percent American Indian.56 Among students, 28.2 percent receive free and reduced price lunch.57 

 Geographically, the school district covers an expanse of 864 square miles, with the city of 
Raleigh at the center, and includes rural, suburban, and urban areas.58 The unified district was 
created through a merger of Wake County and Raleigh Public Schools in 1976, motivated in part by 
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a desire to improve integration of city and suburb.59 Although there was strong public opposition to 
the merger, the business community strongly supported it and the merger went through.60 The 
outlying areas are about a two-hour bus ride from Raleigh.61 

INTEGRATING BY RACE 

 In the early 1980s, Wake County sought to avoid court-ordered busing by adopting an 
extensive magnet school program, designed primarily to draw white students into schools located 
within the Raleigh “beltline.” Virtually all of the Raleigh schools were converted to magnets, offering 
curriculum extras, such as arts and music and foreign languages.62 To this day, about 30 percent of 
the magnet students are assigned from the local neighborhoods and the rest are drawn in from other 
areas, says Caroline Massengill, who has served as director of Wake’s magnet programs. Although 
many of the magnet programs are located in tough neighborhoods, several are oversubscribed, says 
Massengill, particularly those programs which allow students to take electives in elementary school.63 
Typically, there have been more than twice as many applicants as available spots in the Wake County 
magnet schools.64 To make room for an influx of suburban white students, some black Raleigh 
students were reassigned to suburban schools. The county, which long had a minority school 
population of about 30 percent, set a goal that each school should have a minority enrollment 
between 15 percent and 45 percent.65 

 In 1999, about 14,400 of the county’s students attended magnets. In addition, about 10,000 
students chose to attend nine year-round schools, located mostly in suburban areas. As schools of 
choice, the year-round programs provide the opportunity to draw more diverse student bodies, 
though in practice they generally have not.66 

 About one-third of the county’s schools were outside the racial goals in 1999, some by just a 
little, others by much more. Nevertheless, Wake County’s schools were far more integrated than 
schools nationally. Only 21 percent of black students attended majority minority schools, compared 
with 70 percent of black students across the nation.67 And the racial integration translated into 
economic integration. Under the racial guidelines, only six of Wake County’s seventy-four 
elementary schools had concentrations of poverty above 40 percent.68 

SHIFTING TO INTEGRATION BY INCOME 

  In the late 1990s, Wake County’s integration plan was put in legal jeopardy when the Fourth 
Circuit Court of Appeals, which has jurisdiction over North Carolina, barred the use of race in 
student assignment in cases involving Montgomery County, Maryland, and Arlington, Virginia. 
Wake County officials began to explore ways to preserve the district’s successful integration 
program without relying on race per se, and they found two criteria that had a fairly strong 
correlation with race: income and achievement. 

 According to county data, more than 30 percent of minority students read below grade level, 
more than 50 percent receive subsidized lunches, and more than 60 percent fell under one criteria, 
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the other, or both.69 In all, 15 percent of whites, 64 percent of all minority students, and 70 percent 
of blacks in third through eighth grades fell under at least one of the criteria. 70 A plan to balance 
better the low-income and low-achieving populations would clearly have the effect of providing 
some racial integration as well. Indeed, when discussions of the new income and achievement 
assignment criteria became public, opponents of racial desegregation cried foul. The plans looked 
like a back-door way of achieving racial integration under a new name. 

 In fact, critics appeared to have it exactly backwards: income was not a proxy for race, in the 
minds of Wake educators. Rather, race had been a proxy for income. The educational reason for 
wanting to save racial integration was that it had worked well to achieve income and achievement 
integration. Yes, the racial integration policy had been good socially (exposing children to diversity) 
and legally (the voluntary magnets prevented extensive busing), but the more powerful rationale for 
wanting racial integration was that it was good for the county’s overall education achievement 
because it indirectly promoted income mixing. In Wake County, administrators and school board 
members began saying, “Isn’t it really that we need to integrate kids according to class? It’s really not 
about their skin color.”71 Now that the legal posture had become reversed, with race a liability rather 
than a lever, Wake County could directly go after the type of integration most responsible for 
boosting achievement. 

 In describing the rationale behind a plan to promote income integration, board member Bill 
Fletcher explained, “The issue for me has always been educational effectiveness. That’s what this 
policy is about, it’s not social engineering.”72 School board chairman Stephen Wray agreed: “I 
believe it is an advantage that racial diversity is a byproduct of this plan, but that is no longer the 
priority. Our objective has shifted from racial diversity to one that is focused on achievemen
comfortable with the racial diversity being a byproduct of this new plan. Still, it is important to 
understand the difference.”73 As the school district attorney Ann Majestic told the Raleigh News & 
Observer, “We’re really trying to look at educationally driven factors that might have (integrated 
schools) as a byproduct.”74 In fact, county officials did not even run the racial numbers on the effect 
of the new policy.75 

 County school officials knew well that while Wake County boasted some of the top schools 
in the state, at other schools such as Creech Road Elementary, with roughly a 50 percent low-
income student population, the educational setting was far from ideal. A News & Observer article 
noted that student mobility was so high that only 33 percent of Creech Road third graders had 
attended the school as kindergartners. And the PTA president complained that the school had 
“hardly any parental involvement.”76 Wake County had very publicly set a goal of having 95 percent 
of students at or above grade level in third and eighth grade by 2003—and income integration was a 
way to help realize that aim.77 

 On January 10, 2000, in a move that would receive national attention, the Wake County 
school board voted to drop its goal that each school have a minority population of 15 percent to 45 
percent and replaced it with a goal that all schools meet the following conditions: no more than 40 
percent of its student body would be eligible for free or reduced price lunch and no more than 25 
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percent of its student body would be reading below grade level (averaged over two years).78 The 
board’s assignment guidelines also sought to minimize travel distances, make efficient use of school 
facilities, and maintain stability in assignment. The policy would be implemented through redrawing 
school boundaries, and also by using income rather than race in magnet school admissions, a 
practice that had already been in place for one year.79 Assignment was to be based not on whether 
an individual child received free and reduced price lunch but on whether the children in her loc
neighborhood did. According to school officials, the 700 neighborhood zones in Wake County, 
known as “nodes,” align very closely with the socioeconomic status of individuals in the node.

al 

80 The 
nine-member board voted unanimously.81 The schools superintendent at the time, Jim Surratt, called 
it “a momentous decision.”82  

 Next came the hard work of implementing the policy. As schools currently stood, the free or 
reduced price lunch school populations ranged from 1 percent to a little more than 50 percent, while 
the below-grade-level reading percentages ranged from 6 percent to 36 percent.83 Nineteen 
elementary schools and three middle schools exceeded the income or achievement limits or both.84 

 The board needed to redraw boundaries anyway to fill four new elementary schools and one 
new middle school for the fall of 2000, so that is where the board began its work.85 A plan floated in 
late January affecting 6,250 students drew opposition from some parents, though many of the 
complaints were aimed at the two-thirds of assignment shifts needed to fill the new schools, 
irrespective of the income and achievement guidelines.86 At a March 6 public hearing, a number of 
criticisms were aired, though a reporter for the local paper noted, “There appears to be little 
opposition from parents at schools where low-achieving or poor students are being shifted to more 
affluent or high-performing schools.”87 On March 30, 2000, the school board adopted a scaled-back 
plan, affecting 3,644 students, and moving three elementary schools and one middle school into 
compliance with the goals set.88  

CHALLENGES 

 In subsequent years, because of explosive growth in school enrollment, boundary lines have 
been continually redrawn in Wake County. Many of the new residents are northerners, who have 
little understanding of the long and hard fought efforts to integrate the public schools throughout 
the south. An anti-integration group, called Assignment By Choice (ABC), has sprung up to oppose 
Wake County’s socioeconomic integration plan. And public opinion polling has found stronger 
support among residents for neighborhood schools than for socioeconomic balance.89 

 In seeking to reach the goal of capping low-income enrollment at 40 percent, Wake County 
faces two additional challenges. With rapid growth, Wake County has converted many regular 
schools to a staggered, year-round calendar (which allows more students to attend). In practice, 
these schools have proven less popular with low-income and minority students, and they tend not to 
be very diverse.90 The other challenge is the outward push of suburban sprawl. Longer and longer 
bus rides between growing, outlying (and affluent) suburbs and poorer, urban areas in Raleigh have 
raised logistical difficulties for the plan.91 Since 2000, the school board has sometimes given in to 
angry parents and allowed district boundaries to be drawn in a way that exceeds the 40 percent low-
income cap. In the 2005–06 school year, 31 of 116 elementary and middle schools (about one 
quarter) exceeded 40 percent low income, and five exceeded 60 percent. 92  
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 On the whole, however, the Wake County district schools remains far more economically 
integrated than other large North Carolina districts, where schools routinely have 70 percent, 80 
percent, 90 percent, and even 100 percent low-income schools.93 And, despite vocal opposition 
from some disgruntled parents, business groups have been strongly supportive and Wake County 
voters have continually backed pro-integration school board candidates. In the most recent 
elections, in November 2005, candidates supporting integrated schools prevailed and maintained a
six-person majority on the nine-member schoo 94

 
l board.  

EFFECTS ON ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT AND RACIAL INTEGRATION 

 Part of the reason for political success of the program—despite concerns raised by some 
middle class families—is that the program has been a success, both in raising academic achievement 
and sustaining racial diversity in the schools. In Wake County, low-income and minority students 
perform better than low-income and minority students in other North Carolina districts that fail to 
break up concentrations of poverty. On the 2006 High School End of Course exams, 60.5 percent 
of low-income students in Wake County passed, compared with 43.0 percent in Durham County, 
49.5 percent in Forsyth County, 52.3 percent in Guilford County, and 49.9 percent in Mecklenburg 
County. Meanwhile, the academic achievement of middle-class and white students is not in any 
sense hurt by socioeconomic integration plans. In Wake County, 85.4  percent of middle-class 
students passed the 2006 High School End of Course exams, compared with 74.8 percent in 
Mecklenberg, 67.9 percent in Durham, 75.3 percent in Forsyth, and 75.2 percent in Guilford.95 
Likewise, 82.2 percent of Wake County’s students graduated on time from high school in 2002–
03—the second highest rate among the nation’s largest fifty districts nationally. By comparison, 66.2 
percent of students in North Carolina and 69.6 percent nationally graduated on time.96 With these 
types of academic results, Wake County’s program has received national attention.97 

 At the same time, Wake has been quite successful in sustaining racial diversity through 
economic means. Susan Leigh Flinspach of the University of California and Karen Banks of Wake 
County found that under the old racial integration policy, 64.6 percent of Wake County schools were 
racially desegregated in 1999–00 and, two years later, under the new socioeconomic integration 
policy, 63.3 percent of schools were racially desegregated.98 A legal challenge to Wake County’s 
socioeconomic integration program—which alleged that economic status was just a proxy for race—
was denied because Wake County had “legitimate nondiscriminatory reasons” for using 
socioeconomic status.99  

LA CROSSE, WISCONSIN
100 

 For the oldest example of public school integration by socioeconomic status, we turn not to 
a left-wing hotspot like Greenwich Village, New York, but to La Crosse, Wisconsin, nestled in the 
nation’s heartland along the shores of the Mississippi River. Its voters are almost three times as likely 
to identify themselves as conservatives as liberal (40 percent versus 15 percent).101 Yet in the early 
1990s, the community, which has 50,000 residents and 7,200 public school students, made national 
headlines for its plan to integrate schools by family income.102  

 The school district, which includes some surrounding suburban towns (bringing the district’s 
adult population to 60,000), is narrow and extends vertically, bounded by the Mississippi on one side 



 

 
14 

www.tcf.org

and a line of bluffs on the other.103 It covers about one hundred square miles, running fifteen miles 
in length and seven miles wide.104 In the middle of this vertical strip, the town is divided by a marsh. 
The population on the northern side of the marsh has tended to be heavily blue collar, with brewery 
workers, railroad workers, and other laborers.105 The southern side trends toward professionals, 
including white collar employees at of the University of Wisconsin, a small private college, and two 
major medical facilities.106 

 Until the 1980s, the population was virtually all white, but during that decade, La Crosse 
experienced an influx of Hmong refugees from Laos, many of whom had been sponsored by local 
churches.107 By 1992, Hmong refugees made up 12 percent of the population, and the schools were 
15 percent minority—12 percent Asian American and 3 percent black, Hispanic, or Native 
American.108 The new Hmong immigrants in La Crosse hardly fit the “model minority” Asian 
stereotype.109 Whereas Chinese and Japanese-Americans have as groups achieved tremendous 
academic and economic success in the United States, the Hmong population from Laos is much 
newer and has as a group been less successful. Nationally, the Hmong poverty rate was nearly two-
thirds. Nearly 60 percent of Indian Americans and 40 percent of Chinese Americans, but only 3 
percent of the Hmong American population, had at least a bachelor’s degree.110 Until recently, the 
Hmong culture had no written language.111 In addition, the Hmong population, researcher Stephen 
Plank notes, have a tradition “of early marriage and childbearing,” and have extremely large families 
by American standards.112 Where whites average 1.7 children in a lifetime, and Mexican Americans 
2.9, the average among the Hmong people is 11.9 children.113 In Wisconsin, gang violence among 
Hmong teenagers has received a fair amount of attention.114 In 1994, 72 percent of Asian children in 
La Crosse lived in poverty.115 But the white student population was hardly affluent. In 1992, when 
La Crosse implemented a program to integrate the elementary schools by income, two thirds of the 
1,300 elementary students eligible for free lunch district-wide were white.116 

 The city has two regular high schools: Logan on the north side, and Central on the south 
side. Today, there are also three regular middle schools and ten regular elementary schools, along 
with five choice and charter schools.117 The city’s socioeconomic integration occurred in two phases: 
first among the high schools in the early 1980s, and then a decade later, and more explicitly, among 
the elementary schools.118 

HIGH SCHOOL INTEGRATION 

  When superintendent Richard Swantz arrived in La Crosse in the late 1970s, Logan High 
School was considered the vocational school, and Central the college preparatory school. “The first 
thing that really hit me between the eyeballs,” recalls Swantz, was that “the North side high school 
had a completely different set of graduation standards. They were credits below the other high 
school. They didn’t offer the same curriculum.”119 Logan, says education reporter Joan Kent, was 
“considered the other side of the tracks. It was the place with the lowest scores. It was the place 
where you took more shop classes as opposed to college prep.”120 Logan did not even offer the 
ACT or the SAT.121 Attorney James Birnbaum recalls that the two high schools split the town: “
northsiders did not associate with the southsiders. . . . Intracity athletic events were . . . emotional 
blood baths that mirrored the Civil War and the Crusades.”

The 
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 Around the time of Swantz’s arrival, Logan was rebuilt to accommodate more students, and 
because Central was overcrowded, Swantz proposed moving the boundary line, both to relieve 
overcrowding and to create more economic balance between the schools. His plan was to move 
some of the affluent children living just below the marsh to Logan High. The move was hugely 
controversial. “That marsh was like a Mason-Dixon line,” Swantz recalled.123 After much debate, the 
board was deadlocked by a four-to-four vote on Swantz’s plan. The deciding vote would be cast by 
board member Kathryn Severance, whose own children would be moved from Central to Logan if 
she voted yes. Swantz told the La Crosse Tribune’s Richard Mial, “I’ll never forget that meeting. It was 
four to four and it went to her and she voted to make the change. There was a hush. Many people 
didn’t believe that she would vote the way she did. It was a courageous call on her part.”124 

  “For the first time,” wrote a reporter for the Los Angeles Times, “the sons and daughters of 
the affluent south side sat in the classrooms with blue-collar kids from across the tracks.”125 The 
board president at the time, Dr. Charles Miller, said his son, who was redistricted to Logan “was one 
of the first doctor’s sons ever to go to that high school.”126 

 University of Wisconsin professor Joseph Heim recalls that “a lot of older people in La 
Crosse had a fit about this.”127 Some moved to avoid being in the new district; others rented houses 
to stay in the Central district.128 Over time, however, the shifting of high school boundaries was 
considered, in the words of former Mayor John Medinger, “a huge success.”129 “By any measure,” 
notes Heim, the “redrawing of the boundaries on that issue has had a very positive effect.”130 The 
economic makeup of the two schools is now very similar: In 2005–06, the free and reduced price 
lunch rate was 26.9 percent at Central and 37.2 percent at Logan.131 “The schools are completely 
equal now,” Swantz says.132 Whereas before the boundary change, the test scores were “significantly 
different” at the two schools, since then they have been “similar year in and year out.”133 In 2005–
06, the percentage of students proficient or advanced in tenth grade reading, math, and science w
slightly higher at Logan, while Central performed slightly better in tenth grade language arts and 
social studies.

as 

134 

 More importantly, the equalization did not come through leveling down. “Logan came up. 
Central did not go down,” Swantz notes.135 In 1979–80, before the boundary change, eleventh-
graders at Logan scored in the forty-ninth percentile on standardized tests while Central eleventh-
graders scored in the sixty-fifth percentile. By 1991, Logan students had risen to the sixty-second 
percentile, and Central students had moved up too, to the sixty-seventh percentile.136 Ken French, a 
board member who had attended blue-collar Logan, says that in his day, “one in 100 would make 
something of themselves,” but today Logan is “equal” to Central.137 The number of high school 
dropouts district wide went from 122 in 1981–82, just after the merger, to 23 in 1990–91.138 
Medinger observes that “a lot of parents today would rather have their kids go to Logan for college 
prep than Central.” Moving the boundary “took this community, which was divided between North 
and South, and made it a blended community for high school purposes.”139 
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ELEMENTARY SCHOOL INTEGRATION 

 The second phase of economic integration began in the early 1990s, when the district 
decided to build two new elementary schools to relieve overcrowding. The location of the schools 
required that boundary lines be redrawn and that a certain number of students be bused. One school 
built in the northeast corner of town had only sixty students living nearby, requiring that another 
380 students be transported.140 The location of these two schools was itself controversial, in that 
they were selected over the recommendation of a citizens’ commission that the two schools be 
located in the middle of La Crosse, not on its edge.141 

 Seizing on this opportunity for change, teachers approached their principals, who in turn 
approached the superintendent, arguing that the education of children in La Crosse could be 
improved by breaking up concentrations of poverty.142 On May 17, 1991, all nine elementary school 
principals wrote the Board of Education urging that new boundaries be set in a way that would 
balance socioeconomic groups.143 The board agreed, and on May 21, 1991, set ten guidelines for 
redistricting, one of which stated the following goal: “Redistricting shall attain a balance in each 
school which as nearly as possible reflects the socio-economic student profile in the total district.”144  

 Under the old boundary lines, the percentage of students participating in the free lunch 
program ranged from 4–5 percent in some schools to 65–67 percent in other schools.145 In certain 
high-poverty schools, the difficulty of teaching large numbers of poor children was compounded by 
the language difficulties of the Hmong population, which was deemed by some parents and teachers 
to hold back all children in those classes.  

THE RATIONALE 

 The drive for socioeconomic balance was based “on a variety of goals,” according to Joseph 
Heim, “including improving the test scores and skills of all children in the district, attitudinal 
changes such as acceptance, tolerance and increased self-esteem, and improved educational 
outcomes which would result in higher incomes after graduation.”146 Noting low achievement levels 
in high-poverty schools, the principals, says Swantz, outlined a four-point rationale: better balance 
would “allow teachers to spend more time on lessons rather than constantly addressing the 
youngsters’ problems; better reflect the experience youngsters would have in a multi-cultural society; 
allow higher income youngsters to think beyond designer jeans and sneakers; and provide struggling 
students with more positive role models.”147 

 The teachers union strongly supported the plan, individual teachers were instrumental in a 
coalition supporting the plan, and the union’s attorney, James Birnbaum, was a leading proponent of 
socioeconomic integration.148 Teachers at poor schools were “concerned with classes dominated by 
poor children,” Joseph Heim and Pamela Rodgers note.149 Teachers said students in high-poverty 
schools suffered because the “pool of experiences” in such schools was sharply limited.150 An ABC 
Nightline reporter noted, “Teachers complained too much time [at two high poverty schools] went to 
personal problems less affluent kids bring, instead of to teaching.”151 A fifteen-year veteran teacher 
at predominantly low-income Hamilton Elementary School said the children in high poverty schools 
had “few role models.”152 
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 The principals noted that poor parents tended to be less involved in the schools, and 
integration would mean the involvement of some middle-class parents in all schools.153 There was 
also a hope that economic mixing would raise the aspirations of poor children. In an interview with 
district officials, Nightline reported that they expected that “lower-income students . . . will not only 
improve language skills but begin to improve their own dreams about what they might strive for.”154 
School board member Marianne Loeffler noted that “we can become another slum-laden Detroit or 
Chicago, or we can become something better. We can bring hope to our poor children.”155 

 Part of the impetus also came from teachers and principals in high-poverty schools who 
knew that, despite their best efforts, their schools would come off poorly when ranked by 
standardized test scores in the local papers. “It always kind of irritated me” reports principal Terry 
Witzke, that his school, Franklin Elementary, generally “scored at the bottom” not because the staff 
was less skilled but because of the socioeconomic status of the students.156 

 Swantz also believed that high-poverty schools tend to have lower expectations. “These 
schools that have a lot of poor children in them, I think the teachers with all the best intentions did 
set a lower standard.”157 One could try to exhort teachers to raise expectations, he said, but 
socioeconomic mixing “is the way to do it.”158 At the time of the move, Joyce Shanks, a professor at 
the University of Wisconsin at La Crosse, told the La Crosse Tribune that studies found working class 
students are more likely to be taught by rote while middle class children are more likely to have 
teachers emphasizing analytical and investigative skills.159 

 Proponents of socioeconomic balance also pointed to the success in the high schools.160 
Swantz noted that, once the high school boundary was moved to better balance the schools 
economically, the test score gap narrowed from 20 percent to 5 percent.161 Attorney James 
Birnbaum reports that Logan had been “remarkably inferior” to Central and “was in danger of 
losing its accreditation” but with the boundary change, “La Crosse has two equally superior high 
schools by all measurable criteria. It is hard to argue with success.”162 Proponents also noted that 
Emerson Elementary, which already had a mix of economic groups, had traditionally scored first or 
second among the district’s elementary schools.163 

 “The main argument for what La Crosse is doing, to put it crassly,” declared Professor 
Christopher Jencks at the time, “is that advantaged kids are a resource for any kid in a school. . . .  
Kids who read books, who have values we want others to acquire . . . are a scarce commodity, and 
it’s not easy to argue that because some families have money they should have a monopoly on all 
those nice kids.”164 According to Swantz, growing up in a poor family presented one disadvantage in 
itself, and “when you get a lot of them going to the same school, it’s like a double whammy.”165 In 
sum, Jim Birnbaum has argued, “regardless of efforts to equalize staff, curriculum and physical 
facilities, children segregated by socioeconomic class were inherently denied equal educational 
opportunities.”166 A pro-desegregation group, calling itself the Community Attitudes Task Force, 
declared: “Perhaps the most important equalizer, one of the most important factors in determining 
academic success, the diverse composition of the educational peer group, is currently being denied 
our disadvantaged population. . . . Peer role models and peer groups are learning opportunities for 
which there is no substitute. No matter how equal the trappings, there will be no equal educational 
opportunity as long as we have schools segregated by economic class, culture, and race.”167 
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 La Crosse officials also emphasized that everyone would benefit from ethnic and economic 
diversity. The assistant superintendent, David Johnston, observed that for “too long” diversity had 
been looked at only in terms of race. “There is another piece” to diversity, he continued, “that is 
simply as large. And that is the socioeconomics.”168  

 The principals were also hearing from other business community leaders and the Rotary 
Club that businesses wanted employees who could “work with other people cooperatively” and that 
they hoped integration might promote those social skills.169 Teachers Betsy Stannard and Cathy 
Fuchs reported that “business is telling us” that “people have to be able to work together. The 
number one problem in the workplace is not knowing your job or not knowing the skills for your 
job. It’s getting along with other people. And that’s the number one reason for people being 
terminated. . . . It is people with skills not being able to get along with coworkers.”170 

 Liberals such as attorney Birnbaum felt it was important for wealthier children “to see what 
the world is really like” and to “develop some compassion”—which was unlikely to happen in a 
school where “you’ve got 98 percent high socioeconomic groups.”171 Another parent explained, “I 
don’t think children should be taught that because they have money you can live in a separate 
world.”172 

 Similarly, poor children would be exposed to worlds that they did not know existed. For 
example, Johnston said, in the fall when children recount what they did over the summer, in the low 
socioeconomic status schools “there would be silence. Nobody went any place.” In a mixed class, 
there are a diversity of summer experiences, “some neat, intellectual, experiential stuff for youngsters 
and teachers to chew on.”173 

 School board member Roger LeGrand said he was animated by the idea of the American 
common school: “This idea of the public school as a place where everybody gets a great 
opportunity, whether you are rich or poor, black or white, Hmong, or anybody. And there is this 
wonderful situation where you all go to the same school and you get to mix.” The idea, he 
continues, is “the old melting pot idea. I thought that was great. That was one of the great things of 
America that we put everybody together. And when you do tend to isolate, especially poor kids, I 
think they tend to feed off the poverty.”174 Heim and Rodgers, interviewing people on both sides of 
the issue in La Crosse, found that several participants believed socioeconomic integration “went to 
the very basis of what public education is all about, and its very role in a democratic society”—a 
view that “the citizens in the district appear to agree with.”175 

 La Crosse officials could have framed integration in more traditional racial terms, but they 
chose to emphasize socioeconomic status instead. “We were very careful to never look at it as a 
racial issue,” recalls Swantz. “It was from the standpoint of poverty.”176 Officials had several 
reasons. 

 First, on the merits, supporters of the plan, such as Birnbaum, said that in education, color 
was not the key determinant to opportunity, it was class.177 Swantz said, “teachers had been telling 
me for years that when you get a high concentration of children like that [poor] it really makes for 
some very, very special challenges.”178 Principal Terry Witzke believed “It’s not a matter of race but 
economics that divides our country.”179 
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 Second, in La Crosse, to treat the issue as racial was to marginalize the larger economic issue. 
Two-thirds of those on the free lunch program were white.180 Of 1,300 children receiving free lunch 
in 1992, only 400 were Asian.181 Medinger notes that “there is a lot of white poverty . . . a lot of 
people working in this community [making] $6.00, $7.00, $8.00” an hour.182 Long before the influx 
of Hmong children, the high school divide in La Crosse had illustrated to all the importance of class. 

 Third, supporters did not want to inflame racial passions. “The last thing we wanted to do,” 
says Birnbaum, “was to create some sort of racial issue.” By emphasizing socioeconomic status, 
proponents sought “to avoid making it into some real polarizing racial issue that would have not 
served anything.”183 If race were allowed to be the focus, Johnston says, “you’re going to have 
people playing the race card. . . . And it’s an almost impossible game to play once people start 
playing those cards.”184 So determined was the district to deracialize the issue, says Johnston, that 
administrators did not run the racial numbers on various schools under the socioeconomic plan, so 
if anyone asked, administrators could honestly say they did not know, that race “was not the 
issue.”185 

 At the same time, proponents knew that racial desegregation would flow from 
socioeconomic desegregation. David S. Tatel, then a Washington civil rights attorney, said the La 
Crosse plan “sounds intriguing to me because it is a way of accomplishing racial and ethnic 
integration without using race and ethnicity as a factor.”186 Thai Vue, a leader in La Crosse’s Hmong 
community, noted that 80 percent of Hmong pupils received lunch subsidies.187 

 

THE PLAN 

 In January, 1992, the school board voted eight to one to redraw boundaries in pursuit of its 
May 1991 objective, to distribute students on the free lunch program more evenly throughout the 
district’s elementary schools.188 Under the new proposal, of the 3,500 elementary school students in 
La Crosse, 1900 (54 percent) would remain in their old schools, 800 (23 percent) would go to 
different schools in order to fill the two new schools, and 800 (23 percent) would attend different 
schools to create better socioeconomic balance.189 The total cost of the new busing—much of it 
necessary whether or not socioeconomic balance was required—was $150,000 for fourteen more 
buses. In a budget of $45.2 million, this represented about one-third of one percent of spending.190 

 The district chose free lunch status (130 percent of the poverty line) as opposed to free and 
reduced lunch status (185 percent of the poverty line) as the income cutoff, Johnston says, because 
in central Wisconsin, someone making almost double the poverty line was not generally considered 
poor.191 No attempt was made to distinguish between upper-middle-class and middle-class students. 
Witzke says the free lunch data were available, and “there wasn’t a real controversy about using that 
it particular.”192 The free lunch criterion, Johnston says, was “simple. It’s straightforward. It’s 
accepted by everybody and everybody understands that. And you don’t have to explain it for a 
month.”193 Across the district, 30 percent of students were eligible for free lunch, and the board set 
it goal accordingly: socioeconomic integration will have been reached when 15–45 percent of the 
student body in every school consists of free lunch recipients.194 
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 In general, the new boundary lines required busing of poor students to new or previously 
middle-class schools. A University of Wisconsin study found that children receiving free lunch were 
twice as likely to be bused under the plan as those who were not.195 Children living in the middle-
class area known as the “Jefferson Island” were the one exception: previously assigned to Emerson 
Elementary, under the new plan they were reassigned to poorer Jefferson.196 The Jefferson provision 
proved the most controversial element of the plan.197 

 

SUCCESS OF THE PROGRAM 

 The success of the program can be judged on four criteria: Was the plan politically viable 
and able to withstand attack? To what degree did the plan effectively integrate students by economic 
status? To the extent schools were integrated, did social mixing occur between students across class 
lines? Finally, to what extent did socioeconomic integration raise academic achievement and 
improve the life chances of students? 

Political success?  The board’s January 1992 vote sent shock waves through La Crosse. Opponents 
of the new plan attacked incumbent board members and Superintendent Richard Swantz as “big 
spenders.”198 The Chamber of Commerce initially opposed the plan, and the mayor, Patrick Zielke, 
argued that busing would hurt homes sales.199 In a regularly scheduled April 1992 election, three 
challengers replaced three incumbents who had supported the integration plan. In a special recall 
election held in July 1992, four more incumbents were replaced by opponents of the integration 
plan, giving anti-busing forces a seven-to-two majority on the board.200 Recall proponents noted that 
they did especially well in low-income wards, suggesting there might have been a backlash among 
the supposed beneficiaries of the program.201 

 The newly elected board invited nationally recognized busing opponent David Armor to 
speak about alternatives to the plan; and three weeks before the plan was to go into effect, the board 
voted to allow students to opt-out of the new boundary guidelines, creating a “safety valve” for 
disgruntled parents.202 The recall leaders had publicly sought Swantz’s resignation and it was widely 
believed that the recall success might “cost Swantz his job.”203  

 Up to this point, La Crosse’s experiment looked like a classic story of a wild-eyed liberal idea 
rejected by sensible midwestern voters. A July 1992 Washington Post story was entitled, “The School 
Board Just Lost Touch.”204 The Economist declared the same month that the La Crosse experiment 
“looks doomed.”205 Mickey Kaus wrote that “La Crosse is encountering the same sort of resistance 
that accompanied busing for racial integration.”206 

 But the story does not end there. What the national media missed—the developments over 
the subsequent ten months—is far more significant. On July 28, 1992, the La Crosse Tribune 
published results of an informal reader survey, which found that 69 percent wanted the board to 
leave the boundaries alone for the time being, compared with 16 percent who wished the old 
boundaries to be restored.207 A local television poll found 70 percent of parents had “made their 
peace with the new boundaries.”208 When the new recall board met to consider whether to repeal the 
socioeconomic integration plan, twenty-three residents spoke, all of them in favor of the integration 
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plan. Thai Vue, a Hmong immigrant, was among those speaking in favor of busing, and received a 
standing ovation from two hundred people attending the meeting.209 The new board voted to repeal 
the official socioeconomic policy but also voted five to four to keep the exiting boundary lines on 
which the 15–45 percent goals were based and to go ahead with busing aimed at socioeconomic 
balance.210 

 Just nine months later, in April 1993, a group of school board candidates supportive of 
integration, running under the banner of Coalition for Children, managed to win back three seats, 
“clobbering” candidates who had been elected the previous July under the anti-integration theme.211 
Researcher Stephen Plank notes that “the challengers ousted the incumbents by fairly large margins 
of victory. The top vote-getter among the newly elected challengers was a Hmong man who strongly 
supported the balance plan.”212 The three recall members got the lowest vote totals. The recall board 
members, says Birnbaum, “were scrubbed out and scrubbed out dramatically.”213 Joseph Heim and 
Pamela Rodgers pointed out that “the School Board had come full circle in one year’s time.”214 An 
editorial in the Milwaukee Journal lauded La Crosse voters for their “counter-counterrevolution.” 
Comparing La Crosse’s experience with that of Milwaukee, which took steps to integrate only after a 
court battle, the Journal marveled that La Crosse “did the right thing on its own.”215 

 During their brief tenure, the recall board had created a loophole for those who wished to be 
exempt from the plan, but the basic boundaries held.216 In 1998, several years after the controversy, 
Dick Swantz remained as superintendent. Medinger noted that by the late 1990s none of those 
running for school board argued for changing the boundaries back. “People seem pretty content 
with life in La Crosse school district right now,” he said.217 La Crosse was so calm that the town was 
having trouble attracting candidates to contest openings on the board. What explains the dramatic 
turnabout? Observers point to a number of factors. 

 First, the problems that opponents of desegregation forecasted did not materialize. As 
principal Witzke has observed, “the world did not collapse with this happening.”218 Heim says La 
Crosse residents “found out that kids were not destroyed while riding buses.”219 The La Crosse 
Tribune noted that even at schools whose boundary changes were most controversial, students 
appeared happy: “at Northside and Jefferson schools, eyes of the boundary storm, students 
appeared to like their new schools,” reporter Joan Kent found in a story entitled, “New Schools, 
New Friends.”220 The busing itself had advantages: it was good for the children in the cold weather, 
and safer, because kids did not have to cross busy streets.221  

 Second, many parents found that integration was good for the children. Joan Kent, a 
reporter viewed by some as sympathetic to the recall effort, found that six months after the plan was 
implemented, “people on both sides” were pleased to see that poor students were learning about 
middle-class experiences and wealthier children “were learning how people who don’t have quite as 
much get along.”222 In March 1993, Kent, interviewing fifty children, twenty-five parents, and 
twenty-five teachers, found that “almost all” were “now comfortable” with the new boundaries and 
the socioeconomic integration plan. In April, 1993, the La Crosse Tribune noted that an unscientific 
survey of 1,265 elementary school parents attending parent-teacher conferences found 65 percent 
believed the district “should continue to work toward [socioeconomic] balance in the schools” and 
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69 percent were “satisfied” with the new boundaries.223 “Once the kids got into the schools, hell, 
they loved it,” recalls board member Ken French. “They had no problem with it.”224 

 Third, parents grew accustomed to the new boundary lines. Even if socioeconomic status 
had not been an issue, Johnston says, the district had to redraw boundaries to fill two new schools, 
and “whenever we redraw boundaries . . . we have people pissed.”225 In this case, Johnston says, 
“every boundary line got moved” so roughly half the district’s children were affected—half of those 
for socioeconomic reasons, half for space reasons.226 Over time, however, families became used to 
the change. 

 Fourth, the effort to keep the issue from becoming racialized appears to have succeeded, to 
the surprise of the national and international press. The Economist, writing after the recall, said 
because the Hmong population was disproportionately poor, “class divisions” in La Crosse “may be 
no more than race divisions under another name.”227 La Crosse residents did not see it that way, 
however. As Kent has remarked, “with most people it wasn’t a racial thing.”228 Heim’s survey 
research found that whereas racial integration raised “a red flag,” socioeconomic integration was 
seen as “less onerous to people.”229 Although La Crosse citizens did object to busing, Heim’s La 
Crosse survey found that “mixing people of different classes just made a lot of common sense to 
people; . . . People can accept” socioeconomic integration, he found—indeed “a fairly substantial 
majority” favored “socioeconomic balance.”230  

 Heim notes that a similar effort to desegregate by socioeconomic status in nearby Wausau, 
Wisconsin—where race was more explicitly at issue—was much less politically stable. In Wausau, an 
opposition recall group was elected and stayed in power, and the superintendent was replaced.231 
Heim’s polling data suggest that “emphasizing a blending of classes rather than racial integration has 
a greater chance of public support, and ultimately, success.”232 

 Fifth, much of the original anger in the recall was aimed not at socioeconomic integration, 
but at the construction of the new schools, which was deemed extravagant. Kent notes that in 
previous years, the district had closed schools, and it struck some residents as absurd to pay for the 
construction of two new schools. Wasteful spending—not socioeconomic integration itself—fed 
much of the recall anger, particularly among the elderly.233 When the recall effort began in January 
1992, organizers said “boundaries are not the issue”; instead, they said “they want to oust the entire 
nine-member board on grounds of fiscal irresponsibility.”234 Over time, realizing that the new 
schools could not be unbuilt, people accepted the new regime. 

 Sixth, opposition from the poor did not materialize. At the time of the recall election, those 
opposed to desegregation did quite well in poor districts, which suggested to some recall supporters 
that there was a backlash among the poor, who may have interpreted socioeconomic integration as 
condescending. In fact, much of that vote apparently reflected anger among poor elderly La Crosse 
residents about the spending issue.235 When poor parents became organized in the subsequent 
election, they gave solid support for integration. In particular, the Hmong population came out 
strongly for the plan, because “they thought it was good for their kids.”236 Although socioeconomic 
mixing might have in some instances put poor children in an awkward position, subjecting them to 
rich classmates’ bragging about their advantages, Johnston says this did not seem to occur much in 
the schools and that at hearings, low-income parents generally spoke in favor of balancing 
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schools.237 Notes board member LeGrand, “I never heard any complaint [about economic 
balancing] from anybody [whose children received free lunch] during the whole period of time. . . . I 
never hear 238d that at all.”   

wd.”  

 Polling data bear out these impressions. Heim and Rodgers have found that in October 
1991, north side residents, who were generally less affluent, were “somewhat more in favor” of 
socioeconomic balance than south side residents: the margin of support was 50 percent to 38 
percent among northside residents and 43 percent to 38 percent among south side residents.239 The 
strongest support for “busing for socioeconomic balance” in Heim’s polling came from those 
earning less than $10,000 a year (53 percent in favor, 34 percent opposed).240 Analysis of the July 
1992 returns found the well-off State Road area provided a heavy vote for the recall.241 

 John Medinger, who calls himself a blue-collar “beer-drinking chicken-wing” Robert 
Kennedy Democrat very suspicious of limousine liberals, dismisses the notion that socioeconomic 
integration was considered patronizing or condescending. While “affluent people” made that 
argument, among poor and working class voters, Medinger “didn’t hear too much of that.”242 
French suggested that “the ones that are complaining most about busing are doctors, lawyers, and 
realtors, and people like that.”243 Swantz reported that opposition was coming from “the silk 
stocking cro 244

 Seventh, the district’s teachers, who helped launch the plan, continued to play an important 
supportive role throughout the debate. According to Swantz, the “teachers were the ones that really 
kept me confident [that] many children were going to gain from this.”245 Teachers did have to deal 
with a new, broader range of manifest ability among students, but two teachers—Betsy Stannard and 
Cathy Fuchs—have said that using cooperative learning and workshops allowed them to capitalize 
on these ranges rather than making them an impediment to learning. In their new school, North 
Woods, Stannard and Fuchs had children both from housing projects and $500,000 homes. 
Employing reading and writing workshops, the teachers said, “allow[s] you to teach kids of all 
ranges” in one class.246 On balance, teachers maintained that poverty concentrations posed the 
greatest burden to teaching and that a middle class environment is more conducive to learning.247 
The mix of students at North Woods was unquestionably easier to teach than the largely poor 
populations at schools such as Hamilton or Jefferson.248 And the teachers did not see evidence that 
the rich kids at North Woods made the poor kids feel bad; the most invidious comparisons, they 
said, tended to come in the homogenous schools where some got a new car at age sixteen and others 
do not.249 The teachers union endorsed integration in October 1991, with only a few teachers 
dissenting.250 Teachers opposed the recall effort by a vote of 435 to 29.251 

 As the plan was implemented, the overall support for socioeconomic integration increased. 
In 1991, support for socioeconomic balance stood at 46 percent (37 percent opposed); by 1994, 
support had grown to 59 percent (29 percent opposed).252 Significantly, parents led the way in 
increasing support. Public opinion data clearly show that those most directly involved in the 
socioeconomic integration plan—parents of children in the schools—were more supportive than 
nonparents. Before the plan went into effect, the difference was slight (of parents, 48 percent were 
in favor, 33 percent opposed; of nonparents 45 percent were in favor, 37 percent opposed).253 Once 
the plan was put into place, the gap between parents and nonparents gradually grew.254 By 1994, 65 
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percent of parents supported socioeconomic balance (24 percent opposed), compared to 57 percent 
of nonparents (31 percent were opposed).255 As Heim and Rodgers note, “It appears that many 
parents may have reversed their positions, both on opposition to socioeconomic balance and on the 
use of socioeconomic balance as a factor in any future redrawing of school boundaries. In essence, it 
appears that parents have become strong supporters of the concept and remain very satisfied with 
the School District’s educational performance.”256 In March, 1993, even Kevin O’Keefe, who 
organized the recall, told the Milwaukee Sentinel that the socioeconomic balance plan was working 
well. “To expose your children to other cultures and other beliefs—that’s certainly a good idea.”257 

 By 1994, two years after implementation of the plan, public confidence in the school system 
returned to pre-balance levels. In 1990, 75 percent of residents expressed satisfaction with the La 
Crosse public school system, a number that sunk to 64 percent in 1992, at the height of the 
controversy. But by 1994, however, satisfaction levels had returned to 76 percent.258 In 1996, board 
member Neil Duresky, who had been critical of socioeconomic balance, told Education Week that 
“the plan is working well,” a view he continued to hold in a 1998 interview.259 An April 2001 survey 
found that 64 percent of residents favored socioeconomic balance, and only 21 percent opposed.260 

 In the time period since then, La Crosse has continued to push for socioeconomic balance. 
For example, in recent years La Crosse created a new set of choice and charter schools, and 
eligibility for free and reduced price lunch is one of the factors in admissions, with the goal of 
moving all choice schools toward the district average on subsidized lunches.261 

 Desegregation Success?  In the plan’s first year of implementation, the district made substantial 
strides toward the goal that each elementary school should be within a 15–45 percent free lunch 
range. In 1991–92, only 44 percent of schools (four of nine) fell within the desired range; but after 
the plan’s adoption, in 1992–93, 82 percent of schools (nine of eleven) fell in the range.262 In the 
1997–98 schools year, nine of eleven schools still fell in the 15–45 percent range for free lunch, with 
two—Hamilton (67 percent) and Jefferson (56 percent)—outside.263 By 2006–07, ten of twelve 
elementary schools fell within a plus or minus fifteen percentage point range of the district average 
(36 percent).264 Overall, then, between 1991–92 and 2006–07, compliance moved from 44 percent to 
83 percent. In addition, as the ACLU noted in its amicus brief on the Seattle and Louisville cases, La 
Crosse’s system-wide socioeconomic integration plan was more successful in promoting racial 
integration as a byproduct than less aggressive programs elsewhere.265 

 Contrary to expectations, fewer than 200 of 4,000 students slated for busing took advantage 
of the opt-out provision enacted by the recall board.266 The 1992 actual enrollment (which allowed 
for transfers) was quite close to the estimates based on the new boundaries in most schools, with the 
exceptions of Hamilton (estimated at 41 percent free lunch, the actual enrollment was 63 percent) 
and New Northside (estimated at 33.3 percent free lunch, actual enrollment 50 percent).267 

 Neither was there a mass exodus of middle-class parents to private schools.268 With several 
Catholic and Lutheran elementary schools in the area, there was plenty of opportunity for white 
middle class flight.269 In March 1993, a year after the boundary change, the La Crosse Tribune 
reported that private schools had seen an increase in enrollment of only “about 40 stud 270

Superintendent Swantz noted that “the district has continued through this entire experience to 
ents.”  
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increase its percentage of ‘capture,’ [the] percent of children that are school aged that are in the 
public schools.”271 Indeed public schools continued to experience “significant overcrowding.”272 

 Contrary to the prediction of some opponents of integration, the plan did not result in the 
lowering of property values. Even in the Jefferson Island—a middle-class neighborhood in which 
students were moved from middle-class Emerson to previously poor Jefferson—property values did 
not decline, and indeed increased “significantly.”273  

Social Success? One of the major goals of administrators in La Crosse was socialization across 
economic and racial lines. Critics have noted, however, that individuals from different backgrounds 
sometimes fail to mix, even when placed in heterogenous environments. In La Crosse, the evidence 
suggests a significant amount of social mixing has occurred. 

 Anecdotally, reports in the La Crosse Tribune indicate that students adjusted well to the new 
mix of classmates and did not segregate themselves. A guidance counselor at State Road elementary 
told the Tribune, “99 percent of the new problems are not rich and poor; they’re new kid on the 
block.”274 Interviewing teachers in March 1993, the newspaper found, “On the playgrounds, 
children initially stayed with kids they knew. Now, the main separation seems to be between b
and girls.”275

oys 
 

 Stephen Plank, studying under James Coleman at the University of Chicago, looked at 
socialization among students after La Crosse implemented its economic desegregation plan for his 
1995 doctoral dissertation. Plank was interested in exploring the degree to which students from 
different economic and ethnic backgrounds mixed in La Crosse elementary schools and whether 
certain teaching techniques brought about more successful integration of students.276 Looking at 
fourth grade students in five elementary schools (and ten classrooms) in the 1993–94 school year, 
the second year of La Crosse’s balance plan, Plank measured social mixing by asking students to 
name “friends they play with at recess, two classmates they would enjoy working with on a science 
project, classmates who have been to their homes, and participation in extracurricular activities.” He 
also personally observed the students, conducting research in the fall and then again in the spring.277  

 Plank observed that students who were allowed to select their seats the first day of class 
chose to sit with students like themselves. In one classroom with six clusters of desks, three of the 
clusters were occupied almost exclusively by high-socioeconomic-status students (ten of the eleven 
students), while the other three clusters were almost all low-socioeconomic status (eight of the nine 
students). By the spring, however, across the ten classrooms, there was a great deal of mixing across 
racial and class lines, with almost all workmate groups having a mix of children. Plank found that 
“most of the [workmate] cliques were heterogenous with respect to the race/SES classification.”278 
Similarly, by the spring, “most of the playmate cliques were heterogenous with respect to the 
race/SES classification.”279 By contrast, Plank found that both workmate and playmate integration 
by gender was “rare in all of the classrooms.”280  

 In a January 2007 retrospective article on the La Crosse plan fifteen years later, a reporter for 
the La Crosse Tribune wrote that students who participated in the integration plan “credit the decision 
with changing their lives by exposing them to a world they wouldn’t have otherwise known.”281 
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Improved Life Chances Success? Has socioeconomic integration in La Crosse produced higher 
test scores and improved life chances for the poor? What was the effect on the achievement of 
middle-class children? There have been no carefully designed and controlled studies on this 
question, so it is hard to say definitively, but the overall picture is positive and suggests the plan is 
working. 

  In November 2000, eight years into the plan, La Crosse associate superintendent Woodrow 
Wiedenhoeft noted, “overall achievement scores have been better over the last eight years with a 
trend of improvement.” 282 A 2002 report concluded, “While it is not possible to draw neat lines of 
cause and effect, it can be said that achievement in La Crosse is at a fairly high level considering the 
economic status of many of its students.” 283  

 Low-income students in La Crosse generally perform better on state tests than low-income 
students statewide, even though the overall student peer group in La Crosse is somewhat poorer 
than Wisconsin students (36 percent are eligible for free or reduced price lunch, compared with 31 
percent statewide).284 The differences tend to grow over time, and are larger in math than in reading. 
In the fourth grade, 64 percent of economically disadvantaged La Crosse students were proficient or 
advanced in math in 2004–05, compared with 53 percent of economically disadvantaged fourth 
graders statewide, an eleven-percentage point advantage. In eighth grade, the advantage for low-
income La Crosse students was four percentage points (53 percent versus 49 percent), and in tenth 
grade, the advantage for low-income La Crosse students was fifteen percentage points (59 percent 
versus 44 percent advanced or proficient). In reading, scores were similar for low-income La Crosse 
students and low-income Wisconsin student in fourth grade and eighth grade: in fourth grade, 66 
percent of economically disadvantaged La Crosse students were proficient or advanced in reading, 
exactly the same percentage as low-income students statewide. In eighth grade, low-income La 
Crosse students beat low-income students statewide by one percentage point (67 percent proficient 
and advanced versus 66 percent). And by tenth grade, low-income La Crosse students had a six 
percentage point advantage in reading (59 percent versus 53 percent).285 

  “In talking to teachers overall it’s been good for kids,” school board member Duresky 
observed.286 The transformation of teaching from front-of-the-classroom instruction to cooperative 
learning made the diversity an asset rather than an impediment to learning, one principal has 
remarked.287 North Woods Elementary school teachers Betsy Stannard and Cathy Fuchs noted that 
low-income students who came in “raw” learned, over time, from other students “what is 
appropriate.”288 

 At the time of implementation, proponents and opponents of the plan sparred over its 
potential effect on parental involvement. Opponents argued involvement would decline: “The 
farther away their youngsters are taken for schooling, the more difficult it is to involve parents,” 
opined Chicago Tribune columnist Joan Beck.289 La Crosse administrators, by contrast, hoped that 
parental involvement would increase at previously low-income schools. Proponents of the program 
were right. “The schools that had very low functioning PTA and parent groups,” notes David 
Johnston, “now have higher functioning ones.”290 At Jefferson, for example, the influx of students 
from the middle-class Jefferson Island rejuvenated the PTA. In March 1993, the La Crosse Tribune 
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noted, “all the Jefferson PTA board members this year are from the busing area, partially dispelling 
fears that increased distances to school would discourage parent participation.”291 

 Board member LeGrand credits the socioeconomic balance plan with helping to integrate 
the poor Hmong community. “It is happening here,” he said. “[The Hmong] people are doing a lot 
better than they did when they first came out of the camps. . . . They are doing the same thing as 
other immigrant groups did. And the key to it is the public schools.”292 At North Woods elementary, 
Swantz has observed: “A fourth grade teacher noted children talking about their futures and career 
aspirations. This teacher, who taught many impoverished children the previous year, had never 
heard children speak that way.” At Jefferson, which initially went from 69 percent free lunch to 43 
percent, the district said it found “teachers spending less time promoting ‘on task behaviors’ . . . [and 
spending] more time on learning.” In addition, the district observed reduced behavioral problems 
and increased scores at Jefferson.293  

CRITICISM 

 Although generally successful, the La Crosse plan is not without flaws. In its emphasis on 
class, not race, it was novel and on the cutting edge, but the plan was also strikingly old fashioned in 
its use of busing and assignment rather than public school choice. Socioeconomic balance was but 
one of ten factors used by the board in redistricting, and the board also tried to maximize traditional 
principles of neighborhood assignments.294 As a result, the balance plan was complicated by 
geographic constraints in a way that public school choice plans are not, and at the same time, where 
neighborhood assignment was not honored, parents were angered and frustrated.  

 At the time La Crosse adopted its plan, some education experts criticized the reliance on 
compulsory assignment rather than public school choice and the magnet model.295 Clearly, the 
command and control model caused political trouble.296 Heim’s polling found that while La Crosse 
residents “seem to sense that having their kids mixed with other socioeconomic classes was a good 
idea,” they “don’t like busing, in particular.”297 In an October 1991 poll, for example, residents 
favored socioeconomic balance as a guideline for school boundaries (46 percent in favor, 37 percent 
opposed). However, “when busing was included as the method used to create greater balance,” 
Heim found, “opposition increased and support dropped” with 47 percent opposed and only 38 
percent in favor.298 Some have noted that because students were subjected to mandatory busing 
“public hearings were directed at busing not educational concerns.”299 The redrawing of boundaries 
also presented logistical difficulties, particularly with Hamilton Elementary, since there are limits on 
the extent to which districts can be gerrymandered.  

 Following the battles over busing, both sides began looking toward choice and the 
Cambridge controlled choice model.300 Kevin O’Keefe, a leading opponent of busing, told Nightline, 
“Maybe choice is a good compromise. . . . We can have schools that have a more proportionate mix 
of poor and non-poor, but it’s something that the parents feel some ownership in and have 
confidence in, and I think that would be real positive.”301 Though recall proponents said they were 
champions of the “neighborhood school” in fact, a paid advertisement in July 1992 proclaimed in its 
lead item: “District-Wide School Choice . . . to allow each school to compete for students.”302 Even 
the consultant David Armor recommended to the La Crosse board an alternative involving parental 
school choice or magnets.303 Choice, LeGrand says, might have addressed the key complaint people 
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had about the redrawn boundaries: “The people who really just went nuts, I think it was people who 
felt they had sort of lost control.” He continued, “I think the most important thing is having parents 
have more of a say. . . . What people react strongly to is really being told and not having a choice.” 
By the late 1990s, LeGrand, who was back on the board, said, “we are trying to get more choice of 
schools. . . . My vision is provide a choice with a socioeconomic component.” Give parents three 
choices, he argues, but “keep the socioeconomic guidelines.” That combination, he says, is 
something “even some of the conservative people on the board are willing to look at.”304 Indeed, 
Julie Vollmer, an opponent of the redistricting, says, “I do believe in socioeconomic balance. My 
problem is . . . that you cannot force the parents to do something that they choose not to do.” 
Vollmer declared she was “very interested in the Cambridge model” of public school choice to 
promote integration.305  

CAMBRIDGE, MASSACHUSETTS
306 

Cambridge, Massachusetts, a city of more than100,000, located near Boston, is the site of one of the 
nation’s best known public school choice programs.307 Although many people associate Cambridge 
with famous universities such as Harvard and MIT, it is also home to large numbers of 
disadvantaged people. Among students in the district, 47.4 percent were eligible for free and reduced 
price lunch in the 2005–06 school year. The schools have a very diverse student population, which is 
36.8 percent African American, 35.2 percent white, 15.1 percent Hispanic, and 10.9 percent Asian.308 
The district, which covers 6.5 square miles, has approximately 6,000 students, attending twelve K–8 
schools, and one high school.309 The district invests generously in education, spending roughly 
$16,000 per pupil in 2006.310 The school system is nationally known as the first district to adopt a 
“controlled choice” system of student assignment—allowing school choice with guidelines for 
integration.311 Originally designed to balance the student population by race, the district now 
integrates students primarily by family income. 

HISTORY OF CONTROLLED CHOICE BY RACE 

 In the late 1970s, with evidence that Cambridge was guilty of de jure segregation, the city 
schools faced the threat of a desegregation suit from the Massachusetts Department of Education.312 
In order to avoid the chaos of court-ordered busing in nearby Boston, Cambridge “voluntarily” 
embarked on a three-year planning process that culminated in the adoption of a unique school 
choice desegregation plan in 1981.313 The superintendent at the time had advocated a redistricting 
plan with some additional magnet schools, which would ensure full desegregation in 1980; but the 
school committee thought that if parents were given choice, they would feel invested and the 
desegregation scheme would have an independent educational rationale: meeting individual student 
needs.314 The 1980 plan increased the number of seats in three magnet schools, but Cambridge 
education advisor Charles Willie asked, “Why have improved education if 70 to 80 to 90 percent of 
the students cannot experience it?”315 Instead, controlled choice—in which all schools become 
magnet schools—was born in March 1981. 

 Under the 1981 controlled choice plan, all neighborhood school attendance boundaries were 
abolished and every family was given a chance to apply to any public school in the city, each of 
which had something special to offer. (Students already attending a school were grandfathered, and 
could remain in that school if they chose to do so.)316 Parents selected  elementary schools, ranking 
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them in order of preference, from one to three.317 Initially, choices were mailed in and assignments 
were made on a first come, first served basis, with a preference for siblings, those who walked to 
school, and those with bilingual needs. Subsequently, a computerized lottery was instituted in which 
all students are assigned a random number, with additional weights given for preferred categories. 
The “controlled” element of choice for many years involved consideration of racial balance: once a 
school filled up with members of a certain racial group—within a plus or minus five percentage 
point range of the district-wide total (expanded to a plus or minus ten percentage point range in the 
mid-1990s)—students of that ethnic group would not be admitted to the school.318  

 Under controlled choice, a single officer makes the decisions, insulated from political 
influence. Appeals can be made, but are successful only when assignment presents a particular 
hardship (less than 1 percent of the time).319 In order to help ensure that choices are informed, 
Cambridge established a Parent Information Center and implemented an aggressive outreach 
program, in which officials visit low-income day care centers to educate parents about the choice 
process.320 The entire school choice and assignment process begins early so that parents will know 
their placements before deadlines for private school deposits pass.321 By the mid-1990s, there were 
several distinctive options available: an Amigos program (instruction offered in English and 
Spanish), a computer program, an open school, and an alternative school, among others.322  

 In theory, a key component of the plan is to take affirmative steps to beef up the 
“underchosen” schools—what Cambridge calls the “focus schools.”323 Willie, one of the architects 
of the Cambridge controlled choice plan, explains the idea: “the choice data is information, and, 
therefore, a school board is obligated to fix up the least chosen schools.”324 It is supposed to be a 
self-correcting mechanism, like the NFL draft of college football players: the lowest achieving teams 
get the first draft picks.325 The data on choice also gives administrators an objective rationale for 
holding underperforming principals accountable.326 In practice, however, superintendents over the 
years did not take the hard steps of reconstituting underchosen schools; choice was not an 
automatically self-correcting process in which unpopular schools were upgraded.327 

 Despite the flaws, Cambridge’s race-based controlled choice plan was extremely successful in 
reconciling choice and integration. Typically, 90 percent of families received one of their top three 
choices, with at least three-quarters receiving their very first choice.328 At the same time, the schools 
generally met their racial desegregation targets: where in 1978, ten schools were racially identifiable, 
after controlled choice was implemented, only one remained racially identifiable.329 By 1986, twelve 
of thirteen schools were within 5–6 percent of the district-wide racial makeup.330 In 1996–97, when 
42 percent of elementary students were white, all fifteen elementary schools remained within plus or 
minus ten percentage points of that range.331 By comparison, in 1978, prior to controlled choice, 
schools varied from 37 percent white at Roberts to 93 percent white at Kennedy.332 Research found 
that if everyone in Cambridge chose their neighborhood school, only one school of fifteen would be 
racially and socioeconomically balanced.333  

 The fact that so many Cambridge families received their first choice—while the system also 
achieves racial integration—was made possible by two dynamics. First, the majority of families have 
chosen schools other than the one closest to them; they are moving beyond neighborhood ethnic 
enclaves and often choosing alternatives. In the 1989–90 school year, for example, one researcher 
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found 63 percent chose schools outside their neighborhood.334 The same was true a decade later.335 
Second, the choices did not break down neatly along racial lines (with minority families trending 
toward certain schools and white families trending toward others). Researcher Norma Tan found 
there was a 0.90 correlation between the preferences of white and black families.336 Professor 
Charles Glenn notes that the choices of black and white parents have been “remarkably similar” 
with the popularity of various schools being “almost identical” between black and white.337  

 While Boston saw massive white flight during desegregation, Cambridge saw the opposite. 
The first four years of controlled choice saw a 32 percent increase in the number of new white 
students, as significant numbers of students were drawn back into the public school system.338 The 
percentage choosing public schools increased from 79 percent in 1980 to 88 percent in 1985.339 
Among kindergartners, the percentage attending public schools rose from 78 percent in 1978 to 89 
percent in 1987.340 What has made Cambridge’s success in attracting public school students even 
more remarkable is the wide range of private school options available. Cambridge is the only city in 
Massachusetts which has more private schools than public schools.341 In fact, during the 1950s and 
1960s, more than half of Cambridge students attended private and parochial schools.342 Predictions 
to the contrary, houses in the districts which previously had a lock on the “best” neighborhood 
schools—Peabody and Aggasiz—did not see a decline in property values.343 

MOVING TOWARD ECONOMIC BALANCE 

 Cambridge found, however, that racial balance did not automatically yield economic balance. 
Where all fifteen elementary schools were within plus of minus ten percentage points of the 
white/nonwhite ratio in 1996–97, only four of fifteen (27 percent) were within a similar plus or 
minus ten percentage point range of the district-wide low income rate (35 percent to 55 percent 
subsidized lunch around the 45 percent average).344 In 1996, some schools had 80 percent 
subsidized lunch populations, while others had 20 percent.345 In 2001, the range varied from 19 
percent to 79 percent low income, and only three schools fell within plus or minus ten percentage 
points of the district-wide free and reduced lunc 346h average.  

  The schools superintendent in the mid-1990s, Mary Lou McGrath, noted that Cambridge 
had a strong middle-class minority population, including Asian and black professors from MIT or 
Harvard, whose kids were “very different than the kids from the housing project.”347 And many of 
Cambridge’s white students, particularly from the Portuguese community, were poor. Harrington 
Elementary was in the top third for white population and the top third for poverty, while Graham 
and Parks was in the top half for affluent, yet a majority were students of color.348 While the racial 
range in the district was 44.9 percent to 67.9 percent students of color, the subsidized lunch range 
was much larger: from 18.9 percent to 83.3 percent.349 

  In 1996, Cambridge began considering a plan to add socioeconomic status as an 
independent factor in the controlled choice assignment scheme in order to promote greater 
academic achievement.350 In proposing the change, McGrath drew upon her own previous 
experience teaching the second grade at Peabody School, an economically diverse school in 
Cambridge. The kids were from families of university professors, fireman, police officers, 
custodians, and day care providers working in the homes of professors.351 The advantaged children 
would talk about touring “the Civil War battlefields” or their time in Japan; “they could tell you 
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everything about it.”352 She recalled, “At the end of the year, some kids talked about going to Paris, 
while others planned to spend the summer on the playground. That constant mix enriched kids’ 
lives.”353  

 The primary benefit was to the poor kids, who had new worlds opened up to them, 
McGrath said. But the wealthier kids benefited too, she said. The advantaged children would learn 
from the working class kids, about extended families, and what it was like having a grandmother live 
with you. “They would share unbelievable things.”354 McGrath said the mix in her second grade 
class did not slow down the advantaged children, but “raised the whole level of achievement in
classroom. . . . It was amazing.”

 the 
355 

 In addition, McGrath said, all students benefited from the economic mix because of the 
presence of middle-class parents who were much more likely to monitor what was going on in the 
school.356 As a beginning teacher, McGrath sent home worksheets, and if a working-class child 
received a grade of 100, the parents were happy, “and put it up on the refrigerator.” But the middle-
class parents whose child received a grade of 100 for two days in a row would go to her and ask, 
“Why is he doing another whole page of 20 problems. He already knows how to do it. . . . Now let’s 
go on.”357 “Every parent wants their kid to do well,” she said, but middle-class parents were more 
likely to question, and to have their children ask: “Do I need to do 100 long division problems? . . . 
After I’ve done the first 10 and I know how to do them, why do I keep doing them?”358 The middle-
class parents also had the knowledge to work the system, McGrath said.359 Alice Wolf, a state 
representative and former Cambridge school board member, explains that “In the schools that are 
predominantly occupied by middle class or upper class kids, there is a very active parent body that 
has the time to go out and fuss about the quality. . . . They are pushier. They fuss at the principal 
more.”360 

 Leonard Solo, then the principal of the Graham and Parks elementary school in Cambridge, 
was another strong advocate of the economic integration proposal. He pointed to the importance of 
peer influences. In economically mixed schools, he said, middle-class children set “a tone” that “you 
have to work hard and you have to study.”361 Middle-class parental involvement also set a tone, Solo 
says. Working-class parents see middle class parents volunteering and become more involved 
themselves. By contrast, in purely working class schools, principals and staff tended to report a lack 
of parental involvement in the school.362 Likewise, Solo said, high-poverty schools present such 
tremendous challenges that teachers and principals “burn out like crazy.”363 For all these reasons, 
Solo said, all but one of the principals in Cambridge supported socioeconomic balance.364  

 Cambridge administrators were also troubled by the difficulty of raising achievement in the 
city’s racially mixed but high-poverty and predominantly working-class schools. Districts can try to 
pour in extra resources or put special programs in high-poverty schools, administrator Barbara Black 
said, but “one of the things that we have discovered in some other initiatives that we do is that the 
burden to a school of having entirely high-need students is almost insurmountable.”365 Analyzing 
data on proficiency on the Stanford 9 test at various schools in Cambridge, Black found that both 
low-income and middle-class children generally performed worst in high-poverty schools.366 

 While Cambridge’s racial desegregation plan certainly brought the positive social benefits 
associated with racial diversity, providing integration by race—but not by socioeconomic status—
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did not appear to raise academic achievement. In 2001, Gary Orfield, then a professor at Harvard, 
told former New York Times reporter Edward Fiske that racial school integration in Cambridge “has 
had a big effect on people’s lives,” but that “integration has not done much to improve student 
achievement.”367 In order to address the achievement gap, some urged an increased focus on 
economic integration.368  

 The idea of socioeconomic integration was batted around in the late 1990s, but with 
McGrath set to retire, it died in committee, and it fell to her successor, Bobbie D’Alessandro, to 
revive the plan after McGrath’s retirement in 1997.369 Legal developments further spurred the 
district’s consideration of socioeconomic status. In November 1998, the First Circuit Court of 
Appeals, ruling in a case involving Boston Latin School, Wessmann v. Gittens, struck down the use of 
racial preferences in admissions.370 In July 1999, Boston ended its use of race-based controlled 
choice under pressure from a new lawsuit. And legal counsel advised the Cambridge school 
committee that its race based assignment policy might well be struck down by the courts.371 

 In November 2001, Cambridge officials, citing “the growing body research that shows that 
high concentrations of students of poverty in a school may have a negative impact on achievement 
of students of poverty within that school,” urged that socioeconomic status be the primarily factor 
in integrating schools.372 In December 2001, the Cambridge school committee voted to amend its 
public school choice program to require that all public schools fall within a plus or minus fifteen 
percentage point range of the district-wide percentage of students eligible for free and reduced price 
lunch.373 The board also put in a mechanism to continue weighting race as a backup, should 
socioeconomic diversity not produce sufficient racial diversity.374 The vote was unanimous—six to 
zero.375 Current students would continue attending the school they had been assigned to under the 
old race-based system, but beginning in the 2002–03 school year, kindergartners each year would be 
assigned under the new socioeconomic plan. 

EFFECTS OF THE SOCIOECONOMIC INTEGRATION PLAN 

 At the time of the plan’s adoption, some critics feared that a socioeconomic integration 
model would “drive middle-class families out of the system and further increase the percentage of 
poor children attending our schools.”376 In fact, however, the percentage of students receiving free 
and reduced price lunch, which stood at 48 percent in 2000–01, prior to adoption of the 
socioeconomic plan, remained essentially stable (47.4 percent) in 2005–06.377 

 In the 2005–06 school year, by national standards, the Cambridge schools were remarkably 
integrated by socioeconomic status. Ten of Cambridge’s twelve K–8 schools (83 percent) fall within 
plus or minus fifteen percentage points of the district average of free and reduced price lunch 
eligibility.378 At the same time, the socioeconomic controlled choice plan managed to provide the 
vast majority of students with one of their first three choices of schools. In the 2005–06 school year, 
in first cycle of kindergarten placements, 83 percent received their first choice school and another 5 
percent received their second or third choice.379 

 Under the plan, race remains a potential factor in student assignment for schools in which 
race-neutral assignments would result in school segregation.380 In the four years since it was enacted, 
however, the socioeconomic diversity requirement has by itself led generally to racially diverse 



 

 
33 

www.tcf.org

schools, given the strong association between race and socioeconomic status among the school 
district’s student population. In the 2005–06 lottery for kindergartners, 74 percent of African 
American students were eligible for free or reduced-price lunch, compared with 56 percent of 
Hispanic students, 37 percent of Asian students, and 20 percent of white students. Michael Alves of 
Enroll Edu, which administers the Cambridge controlled choice kindergarten assignment lottery, 
notes: “Although Cambridge retains race as a potential factor in its computerized assignment 
algorithm, it appears that to date the ‘additional weight’ provided to the randomly assigned 
applicants from an underrepresented racial group has not been a determinative factor in the 
assignment of any kindergarten students. In future years, race may prove to be determinative, but so 
far socioeconomic guidelines have produced racial diversity by themselves and no student has been 
denied a spot because of race.”381 Under the socioeconomic guidelines, the vast majority of schools 
are racially integrated by the plus or minus fifteen percentage point guideline. Looking at the four 
major racial groups—African Americans, Asians, Hispanics, and whites—across the twelve K–8 
schools, forty-two of forty-eight cells (87.5 percent) fall within the desired range.382 

 Examining effects on achievement is difficult in part because the plan is phased in one grade 
at a time, so its full impact will take time to be felt as additional kindergarten cohorts are added. The 
district also has a new superintendent, Thomas Fowler-Finn, who has implemented a number of 
reforms that may affect school performance. In addition, because Cambridge’s students are almost 
twice as likely to be low income as Massachusetts students generally (in 2005–06, 47.4 percent of 
Cambridge students received free or reduced price lunch, compared with 28.2 percent of students 
statewide), simple comparisons of Cambridge against the state are misleading. 383  

 With those caveats in mind, the early data suggest that Cambridge’s socioeconomic 
integration plan is working well. The plan was first implemented for incoming kindergartners in the 
2002–03 school year. These kindergartners reached third grade in 2005–06 and will reach the eighth 
grade in 2010–11. Currently, there is one year of data publicly available on the cohort of students 
whose school grade was first integrated by socioeconomic status: the Massachusetts Comprehensive 
Assessment System (MCAS) for Grade 3 Reading in the 2005–06 school year. Researcher Michael 
Alves examined Massachusetts Department of Education data and found that low-income third 
graders in Cambridge’s economically desegregated schools performed better than low-income third 
graders statewide, and Cambridge’s middle-class third graders performed about the same. On the 
state’s MCAS Composite Performance Index (CPI), low-income Cambridge third graders had a 75.8, 
compared with a 71.3 for low-income third graders statewide. Likewise, only 10 percent of low-
income Cambridge third graders failed the test, compared with 17 percent of low-income third grade 
students statewide. Meanwhile, there is no evidence that the middle-class students in Cambridge 
were in any way pulled down academically by the system’s socioeconomic integration program. 
Their CPI was 88.6, roughly comparable to the state score for middle-class students of 88.8. 
Moreover, in examining how Cambridge compared with fifteen major urban Massachusetts districts, 
Alves found that Cambridge had the second highest CPI score in the state for both middle-class and 
low-income students.384 

 Cambridge, with its longstanding commitment to integration over the years, by race and 
class, produces a high school class in which 98.5 percent of students pass the state school exit exams 
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and 92 percent of those graduating reported going for further education—a two or four year college, 
university, or technical school.385      

III. ADDITIONAL DISTRICTS PURSUING SOCIOECONOMIC SCHOOL 

INTEGRATION 

BERKELEY UNIFIED SCHOOL DISTRICT, CALIFORNIA 

Berkeley, best known as the seat of the University of California at Berkeley, is home to wealthy 
residents in the hills and lower-income people in the flats. In 2005–06, Berkeley Unified enrolled 
9,076 students, of whom 40 percent were enrolled in free/reduced lunch program. The student 
population was 30.7  percent black, 29.3 percent white, 16.8  percent Hispanic, 6.7 percent Asian, 
0.7 percent Filipino, 0.2 percent Pacific Islander, 0.2 percent American Indian/Alaska Native, and 
15.3  percent multiple race (or gave no response).386 Berkeley has twelve elementary schools, three 
middle schools, and two high schools. 387  

 In 1968, Berkeley initiated a voluntary racial integration plan, elements of which remain in 
effect today. But in 1996, after passage of Proposition 209 in California barring the use of racial 
preferences, legal pressure mounted to consider race-neutral alternatives to achieving racial diversity. 
In February 2004, Superintendent Michele Lawrence raised an additional concern about a race-only 
plan. She found that some of Berkeley’s schools were racially integrated but economically 
segregated, and that those high-poverty schools were below par academically.388 

 Lawrence proposed a system of student assigned at the elementary-school level based on 
parental income, education, and race/ethnicity. Under the plan, which was approved by the board 
and was first implemented in the 2004–05 school year, parents rank school preferences among a 
variety of options and those preferences are honored with an eye to also creating diverse schools, 
within ten percentage points, plus or minus, of the socioeconomic and racial diversity of the broader 
district. Rather than basing decisions on the income, race, and education of individual families, the 
district looks at the racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic diversity of the small geographic “planning 
areas” in which a student resides. (There are 445 planning areas within the district.)389  

 Because the economic element of the socioeconomic and racial integration plan was first 
implemented for kindergartners in 2004–05, it is difficult to know yet what the effects on academic 
achievement will be. It is already clear, however, that the plan has successfully reconciled integration 
and choice. In the 2005–06 school year, 73 percent (eight of eleven) elementary schools were within 
plus or minus fifteen percentage points of the district average of 40 percent subsidized lunch, and 
the highest concentration of poverty was 61.2 percent.390 As the same time, during the 2005–06 
school year, 71 percent of parents received their first choice of school, 17 percent received their 
second choice, and 10 percent received their third choice.391 

BRANDYWINE PUBLIC SCHOOL DISTRICT, DELAWARE 

Brandywine was one of four districts created as part of an effort to desegregate schools in the city of 
Wilmington and the surrounding suburbs. In 2006, it had 10,573 students, 35.6 percent of whom 
were economically disadvantaged. The districts student body is 53.5 percent white, 39.4 percent 
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black, 3.2 percent Hispanic, 3.7 percent Asian/Pacific Islander, and 0.2 percent American 
Indian/Alaska Native.392 The district has seventeen schools—eleven elementary, three middle, and 
three high schools.393  

 After the school district was released from court-ordered desegregation, it adopted a plan in 
1997 to use racial factors in student assignment on a voluntary basis. In 2000, however, the 
Delaware State legislature passed the Neighborhood Schools Act, mandating neighborhood school 
assignments and prohibiting student assignment based on race. Brandywine responded by proposing 
to the state board, in November 2001, that the school district be allowed to use a flexible student 
assignment plan which would keep all schools between 16 percent and 47 percent low income, as 
opposed to a neighborhood assignment plan which would have increased ranges from 6 percent to 
73 percent low income. The district cited extensive research that students would have suffered under 
the neighborhood school plan because of elevated levels of concentrated poverty. In March 2002, 
the Delaware State Board of Education approved Brandywine’s non-neighborhood assignment plan 
as a justified exception to a state law generally favoring neighborhood schools.394 

 To this day, most Brandywine schools fall within a plus or minus fifteen percentage point 
range of the district average for free and reduced price lunch. The ACLU, in an amicus brief on the 
Seattle and Louisville cases, noted that Brandywine’s fairly aggressive system-wide socioeconomic 
integration plans was far more successful in promoting racial integration as a byproduct than less 
aggressive programs elsewhere.395 Brandywine’s overall level of poverty is comparable to Delaware’s 
statewide average, and its achievement levels vary from grade to grade compared to the state, with 
generally stronger scores the longer students are in school. While reading proficiency is generally 
below the state level in the early grades, in tenth grade, Brandywine students are in the seventy-first 
percentile. In math, likewise, Brandywine students are generally weaker in the early grades, but are 
between the fiftieth and seventy-third percentile statewide in later grades.396 In 2005–06, the vast 
majority of Brandywine schools met or exceeded the Adequate Yearly Progress standards that the 
state of Delaware set for low-income students.397 

 Politically, the integration plan has strong public support. A District Task Force is currently 
reviewing what schools need to be closed and what schools need to be renovated in order to keep 
up with declining enrollment. Maintaining or improving the balance of students who qualify for free 
or reduced was listed as a criterion for the development of potential scenarios.398 When addressing 
the reassignment of students to other schools, the task force was charged with only submitting plans 
that would “not increase the range of socio-economically disadvantaged students beyond the current 
levels.”399  

CHARLOTTE-MECKLENBURG PUBLIC SCHOOL DISTRICT, NORTH CAROLINA 

The Charlotte-Mecklenberg school district, which encompasses the city of Charlotte and 
surrounding suburban areas, has 129,011 students, 45.5 percent of whom qualify for free or 
reduced-price lunch. The student body is 42.4 percent African American, 36.2 percent white, 13.6 
percent Hispanic, 4.3 percent Asian, and 3.5 percent American Indian or multiracial. The system has 
ninety-four elementary schools, thirty-two middle schools, twenty-five high schools, and forty-nine 
magnet schools.400 

 As a remedy to longstanding racial segregation of the schools, Charlotte, beginning in 1969, 
was ordered to desegregate its schools through busing to achieve racial balance between the district, 
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which was then 40 percent black and 60 percent white (and other) population. The program was 
successful in raising academic achievement and was widely lauded as a national model.401  

 In 2001, the district was declared unitary, and the Charlotte Board of Education voted to 
drop its longstanding racial desegregation plan and implement a public school choice plan. The 
choice plan allowed parents to rank preferences among schools, and gave special consideration to 
students who are eligible for free and reduced price lunch and currently attend schools whose free 
and reduced lunch numbers are thirty percentage points above the district average. Priority was also 
given to low-income students whose choice to transfer “would enhance the free and reduced lunch 
status but not create a concentration of free-reduced lunch status above 50 percent in the receiving 
school.” Beginning in 2004–05, a priority was also given where the student reads below grade level 
and the home school performs ten percentage points below the district average for reading. The goal 
was to ensure that “schools don’t have a concentration of low-income students or students who 
perform below grade level.”402 

 The plan was deeply flawed, however. It provided a guarantee of admissions to a 
neighborhood school, and low-income students were provided choice to higher performing schools 
only if seats were available.403 This unaggressive program was unsuccessful in creating either 
socioeconomic integration or racial integration.404 The evidence clearly shows that those low-income 
students in Charlotte who are given a chance to attend economically mixed schools perform better 
than those who remain stuck in high-poverty schools. In the 2002–03 school year, Roslyn Arlin 
Michelson of the University of North Carolina at Charlotte notes, 60 percent of low-income 
elementary school students in high-poverty schools passed North Carolina End of Grade exams, 
compared with 69 percent of low income elementary students in low poverty schools. Among low-
income middle school students, those in low-poverty schools outperformed those in high-poverty 
schools by fourteen percentage points (64 percent passing versus 50 percent) and among low-
income high school students, the advantage of attending a low-poverty schools was thirteen 
percentage points (34 percent passing versus 21 percent).405 Had Charlotte adopted a much more 
aggressive socioeconomic plan, with strong system-wide goals akin to Wake County’s model, the 
academic performance, and the racial integration, of the system would likely have been far better. 

MANATEE COUNTY SCHOOL DISTRICT, FLORIDA 

Manatee County School District, located along the Gulf of Mexico, just south of Tampa Bay, has an 
enrollment of 42,353 students, of whom 43.5 percent receive free or reduced-price lunch. The 
district’s student body is 60 percent white, 20.2 percent Hispanic, 15.5 percent African American, 
and 4.3 percent other. Students are educated in thirty-four elementary schools, ten middle schools, 
and seven high schools.406 

 As part of a voluntary desegregation plan, Manatee adopted a guideline to integrate the 
schools by socioeconomic status, both through the redrawing of school district boundaries and 
through public school choice and magnet schools.407 In implementing its socioeconomic balance 
policy in 2002, the board ran into a political buzzsaw when it sought to reassign some students from 
a high-performing school (designated as an “A” school by Florida) into a failing school (designated 
as an “F” school).408 

 More politically palatable has been Manatee’s effort to promoting socioeconomic diversity 
through public school choice. Under the school choice plan, students apply to school and are 
admitted with consideration to whether the placement would help move toward the district’s “goal 
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ls.  

of maintaining a student population at every district school which reflects the district’s overall socio-
economic distribution of population.”409  

 Manatee has been only partially successful in pursuing its goal of integrating all schools by 
socioeconomic status. At the elementary school level, for example, ten schools are within plus or 
minus fifteen percentage points of the district average, while seven schools are wealthier and 
fourteen are poorer. Data from the Florida Department of Education indicates, however, that to the 
extent the policy has been implemented, it is linked to academic success for low-income students. 
On the 2005–06 Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT), 90 percent (nine of ten) schools 
that were within fifteen percentage points, plus or minus, of the district average for free and reduced 
price lunch, made adequate yearly progress (AYP) toward Florida’s achievement goals for low 
income students under No Child Left Behind. By contrast, only 29 percent of (four of fourteen) 
higher poverty schools made AYP for low income students.410 These results suggest that applying 
Manatee’s important goal of socioeconomic balance to more schools in the district would likely have 
a positive effect on academic achievement. 

MCKINNEY INDEPENDENT SCHOOL DISTRICT, TEXAS 

The McKinney Independent School District in suburban Dallas educates about 20,000 students, 24 
percent of whom are economically disadvantaged. The district’s student population is 64 percent 
white, 21 percent Hispanic, 11 percent African American, and 3 percent other.411 The east side of 
the 109-square-mile district is generally more affluent than the west side, and this has divided the 
town over the years.412 The district has nineteen elementary, four middle, and four high schoo 413

 In 1995, the McKinney school board adopted a policy that attendance zones should not be 
based strictly on neighborhood geographic lines, but instead should strive to create socioeconomic 
diversity, particularly at the middle school and high school level. The district is divided into 241 
small planning units, and district lines are drawn to great socioeconomic balance between schools. 
Former school board member Robbie Clark explained the rationale: “What we wanted to do was to 
try to maintain the character of our community as one community and not an east-side, west-side 
situation.”414  

 McKinney’s low-income students substantially perform better than low-income students 
statewide on Texas assessments.415 In 2005, when a new high school was built, socioeconomic 
integration remained an important priority for the district.416  

 There has been some opposition to longer bus rides associated with integration, but the 
schools superintendent, Thomas Crowe, says it is mostly form new residents who do not understand 
the educational rationale behind the plan. “The longer people are here, the more they like it,” he 
says.417  

MINNEAPOLIS, MINNESOTA 

The Minneapolis Public Schools educated 36,370 students in 2006–07, of whom 66.8 percent 
receive free and reduced price lunch. Educated in ninety-nine different schools, the district’s student 
body is 41.4 percent African American, 28.2 percent white, 16.4 percent Hispanic American, 9.7 
percent Asian American, and 4.3 percent American Indian.418 



 

 
38 

www.tcf.org 

 In 1995, lawyers in Minneapolis filed suit challenging de facto economic and racial segregation 
of Minneapolis schools and the surrounding suburbs as a violation of the state’s duty, recognized in 
Skeen v. Minnesota, to provide an adequate education.419  

 Plaintiffs argued that de facto “racial and economic” segregation violated the state’s equal 
protection and education clauses and sought a remedy integrating Minneapolis schools with those in 
surrounding suburbs.420 While Minneapolis schools had been under desegregation orders since 1972, 
the federal decision did not reach suburban schools.421 Likewise, while Minnesota has one of the 
nation’s most liberal interdistrict transfer law, jurisdictions are permitted to exclude out of district 
pupils for reasons of space, and students need to pay their own transportation costs.422 

 Minneapolis’s predominantly minority and low-income student population differed 
dramatically, plaintiffs noted, from the statewide student population, which was 14 percent minority 
and 26 percent eligible for subsidized meals.423 In suburbs of Edina and Minnetonka, the minority 
population was 5 percent and the free and reduced meal rate 3 percent at the time of the suit.424 

 Plaintiffs argued that a “racially and socioeconomically integrated environment” is one 
component of a “constitutionally adequate education.”425 In support of this notion, the NAACP 
pointed to state data showing that in 1998, “Low income students who attend suburban schools are . 
. . twice as likely to have high achievement levels as low income students attending school in 
Minneapolis.”426 The plaintiffs also cited extensive national data suggesting that in desegregated 
schools, the performance of students of color improves, the achievement gap decreases, graduation 
rates improve, chances of life success improve, and participation in social and economic life 
improves.427 

 Plaintiffs argued that race and class have independent effects, with class being the primary of 
the two. In the companion case of Xiong v. State of Minnesota, filed in 1998, plaintiffs stated in their 
complaint: “Concentrated poverty, as exists in parts of the City of Minneapolis, when carried into 
the public schools, directly results in lower student achievement, wholly without regard to 
consideration of race. Racial segregation, on top of socioeconomic segregation, further exacerbates 
these problems and worsens educational outcomes.”428 In April, 1998, plaintiffs publicized a 
document indicating that school officials knew that a plan for “community schools”—more 
resources for segregated schools—would not work, citing a San Francisco studying finding that 
disadvantaged students do better when attending middle-class schools with fewer resources than 
high-poverty schools with more.429 

 In March 2000, the parties settled the suit, reaching an agreement on a four-year experiment 
beginning in the fall of 2001 to encourage greater socioeconomic integration of schools in a number 
of ways. Building on the state’s interdistrict transfer law, the state agreed to make transportation 
available for low-income students (up to $500 per year) to attend suburban schools. Eight suburbs 
agreed to set aside a total of at least 500 seats for low income city students each year. Within 
Minneapolis, magnet schools that were wealthier than the city average were required to set aside up 
to 20 percent of kindergarten seats for low income students, and up to 50 percent of seats that open 
up in first through fifth grades. Students attending schools with two continuous years of low 
performance were given a right to transfer to other public schools.430 The agreement came on top of 
an earlier commitment from the state legislature to build a K–12 Minneapolis magnet to draw from 
eight surrounding suburban districts, and an interdistrict school in suburban Roseville, open to 
students from North St. Paul and St. Paul.431  
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 The program, though small, has been seen as a success. The Choice Is Yours Program, 
which grew out of the settlement, has allowed 2,000 low income Minneapolis students to attend 
suburban schools over a four-year period. An evaluation report prepared for the Minnesota 
Department of Education by ASPEN Associates concluded that “suburban choice students made 
significantly greater gains in reading than the comparable non-participants,” with annual gains 
translating into reading scores that averaged twenty-three percentile points higher than gains of 
nonparticipants. The gains for math translated into a twenty-five-percentile-point advantage.432 

Recently, the legislature voted to continue the program even after the four year settlement expired.433 

OMAHA PUBLIC SCHOOL DISTRICT, NEBRASKA 

The Omaha Public Schools educate 46,686 students, 53.14 percent of whom are economically 
disadvantaged. The student body is 44 percent white, 31.5 percent black, and 21.2 percent Hispanic, 
with a small number of Asian/Pacific Islander and American Indian/Alaska Native students. The 
district has twenty-seven elementary schools, five middle schools, and five high schools, of which 
seventeen are magnets.434 

 In 1975, Omaha was found to have deliberately segregated its schools and was the subject of 
court ordered busing. In 1999, after having been declared “unitary” (desegregated), Omaha moved 
to a voluntary integration plan, allowing students to choose public schools and magnet schools 
outside their neighborhood school, with the goal of promoting socioeconomic integration.435 The 
magnet school program provides that in cases where a magnet school is oversubscribed, a lottery is 
held with a weight given to “participation or non-participation in the federal lunch program.”436 
According to school officials, the plan had a positive impact, enhancing socioeconomic integration 
in 67 percent of elementary schools, 58 percent of middle schools, and 71 percent of high schools. 
The plan also had a positive effect on racial integration in 63 percent of elementary schools, 55 
percent of middle schools, and 57 percent of high schools.437 In 2005–06, Omaha was rated “very 
good” in fourth- and eleventh-grade reading, and “exemplary” in fourth-, eighth-, and eleventh-
grade math.438 

 In 2005, school officials took socioeconomic integration to a higher level, and passed a 
resolution calling for Omaha Public Schools to incorporate schools in surrounding districts that 
Omaha city had annexed years earlier but remained outside the Omaha Public Schools system. The 
primary educational justification provided by Superintendent John Mackiel was that unification 
would allow greater socioeconomic integration between the relatively low-income students in 
Omaha and the more-affluent students in the surrounding area.439 

 In 2006, the Nebraska state legislature responded with legislation that would leave adjacent 
districts outside the control of Omaha Public Schools and, further, actually split the Omaha district 
into three separate districts, one mostly black, one mostly white, and one mostly Latino. The 
decision prompted national attention and outrage and a lawsuit from the NAACP.440  

 In response to the outcry, Nebraska educators backed an alternative bill, which passed the 
Nebraska state legislature in May 2007, creating a new metropolitan area “learning district” and 
setting a goal that all schools in the metropolitan region reflect the socioeconomic diversity of the 
area, with a 35 percent free and reduced price lunch population.441  

 It remains to be seen whether the necessary incentives will be put in place to meet the goal, 
but the legislation itself is extraordinary in two respects. Nebraska’s law represents one of the first 
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times that a state legislature has adopted legislation to specifically advance the goal of socioeconomic 
integration. And the bill, while retaining school district lines, offers a creative way of promoting 
cross-district cooperation to bridge the fundamental divide between schools for haves and have 
nots. Omaha’s is an important model to watch. 

ROCHESTER CITY SCHOOL DISTRICT, NEW YORK 

Rochester City schools educate a large number of mostly low-income and minority students. In 
2006–07, the school district educated 32,586 students in thirty-nine elementary and twenty 
secondary schools. The student population was 64 percent African American, 22 percent Hispanic, 
13 percent white, and less than 1 percent Asian American. Some 83 percent of elementary schools 
students were economically disadvantaged.442 

 In October 2002, seeking ways to improve the public schools, the Rochester Board of 
Education unanimously adopted a “Parent Preference/Managed Choice” controlled choice plan 
which gave parents a chance to choose a public school within the district and included 
socioeconomic fairness guidelines to seek balance in the number of students receiving free and 
reduced price lunch at different schools.443 Because of the district’s size, the district is broken into 
three residential zones—Northeast, Northwest, and South. Parents rank preferences within their 
zone and also preferences among a smaller number of citywide schools. Students are assigned a 
random lottery number, with a preference provided for siblings and those who contribute economic 
diversity to a school.444  

 The plan originally set aside up to 60 percent of seats in each school for those within a short 
distance of the school, but a group of largely white middle class parents, organized as the Concerned 
Citizens for City Living, pressed for change in the plan to set aside 70 percent of seats for 
neighborhood students. The policy now provides for the 70 percent set aside even though only 38 
percent of parents selected their “home school” as their first choice school.445 Under the revised 
policy, 100 percent of those wishing to attend a neighborhood school has been able to do so.446  

 Because the plan was not adopted until the 2003–04 school year, it is difficult to know what 
sort of effect it has had on academic achievement. Some research suggests that it is important to 
have a critical mass of middle class students in a school, ideally a majority.447 This suggests districts 
like Rochester will ultimately be more effective if they can establish cooperative interdistrict choice 
programs between city and suburb. A small race-based interdistrict program already exists between 
Rochester and six surrounding suburbs, known as the Urban-Suburban Interdistrict Transfer 
Program.448 In light of the Supreme Court’s ruling, the program could be saved by shifting the 
emphasis to socioeconomic status. In any event, it could be greatly expanded to reach the size of 
programs in other cities, such as St. Louis.449 

SAN FRANCISCO UNIFIED SCHOOL DISTRICT, CALIFORNIA 

The San Francisco Unified School District has a very diverse student body of 55,000, which is 31.9 
percent Chinese, 22.4 percent Latino, 13.0 percent African American, and 9.3 percent white. 
Districtwide, 57.0 percent receive free and reduced price lunch.450 The district spans forty-seven 
square miles and has roughly 119 schools.451 For years, San Francisco schools were segregated, and 
as a remedy, under a 1983 consent decree, no school was to have more than 45 percent of students 
from one of any nine racial groups.452 Subsequently, Chinese American parents, upset that their 
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children were being limited at elite public schools, sued, and under a settlement, race was dropped as 
a factor in student assignment.  

 In April, 2001, the San Francisco School Board adopted a new student assignment plan, 
which replaced a racial desegregation scheme with one that seeks socioeconomic diversity. Under 
the new plan, the district began using a seven-part definition, including socioeconomic status (has 
the student participated in free/reduced lunch, Calworks, or public housing?); academic achievement 
(has the student scored below the thirtieth percentile on Stanford 9?); mothers educational 
background (has she had post–high school education?); student’s language status (limited English or 
not proficient?); quality of student=s prior school (lowest ranking in California Academic 
Performance Index?); student=s home language (other than English?); and residence in different 
geographic area.453 

 Like Cambridge, San Francisco has a 100 percent choice system, and students apply to 
schools at the beginning of elementary, middle, and high school, rather than being assigned based on 
the neighborhood in which they live. In the 2004–05 school year, the district was fairly successful in 
balancing schools by socioeconomic status: 75 percent of schools (89 of 118) were within plus or 
minus twenty percentage points of the district free and reduced price lunch average (of 53.4 
percent). At the same time, 81 percent of families get receive one of their choices of schools, 63 
percent their first choice.454 San Francisco has also instituted a weighted student formula, which 
provides greater funding to low-income students. Anecdotal evidence suggests this formula may 
encourage middle-class schools to recruit low-income students.455 

 Economic diversity, however, has not produces as much racial diversity as hoped. The 
number of schools that are considered segregated (more than 60 percent of students are of one race 
in one or more grade levels) rose from thirty in 2001–02 to forty-five in 2004–05.456 In a 2006 study, 
Josh Hillman of the Institute for Public Policy Research, noted that many San Francisco families 
choose the neighborhood school, which tends to reinforce residential segregation by race. 
Significantly, the “diversity index” is triggered only when a school is over-chosen, so in many of the 
high poverty and high minority schools located in poor areas in the city, the economic integration 
program has no effect.457 The socioeconomic policy has no overall cap on the number of low-
income or middle-class students in a given school, in contrast to the old racial integration policy’s 45 
percent cap on students from any one racial or ethnic group.458 

 Still, academic achievement under economic school integration has been strong. Although 
San Francisco has a higher proportion of low-income students (57.0 percent) than the state of 
California generally (50.1 percent), San Francisco students consistently outperform California 
students statewide.459 In 2006, San Francisco students outperformed students in the state of 
California on the California Achievement Test, Sixth Edition, and the California Standards Test, in 
all areas and grade levels.460 The district also has consistently been the top performing urban district 
in the state.461 

IV. FUTURE PROSPECTS 

The forty communities now using socioeconomic status might be joined over time by many 
additional districts. Some districts are already actively examining socioeconomic school integration, 
jurisdictions such as Burlington, Vermont,462 and Pasadena, California.463 In addition, many districts 
now using race in student assignment may decide to shift to emphasizing socioeconomic status in 
light of the Supreme Court’s rulings in the Seattle and Louisville cases. 



 

 
42 

www.tcf.org 

 

 It is estimated that hundreds of school districts now use race in student assignment.464 Some 
of these districts use race as part of a court ordered desegregation strategy, and their plans will be 
unaffected by the Court’s rulings. But many districts have adopted race-conscious student 
assignment plans voluntarily, and these are the districts which may wish to look for a viable race-
neutral alternative. 

 Voluntary racial school integration plans are in effect not only in Jefferson County 
(Louisville), and Seattle (the subjects of the litigation), but such districts as Lee County (Ft. Meyers) 
Florida, as well as twenty Massachusetts districts (Lynn, Brockton, and others).465 Likewise, 
interdistrict race-conscious integration programs exist in St. Louis,466 Hartford, 467 Boston,468 
Rochester,469 and elsewhere. They may wish to follow the interdistrict example in Minneapolis, 
which uses socioeconomic status. 

 Already, the idea of using socioeconomic status has been floated in a number of these 
communities, including Jefferson County;470 Lee County;471 Lynn;472 and Seattle.473 In Louisville, for
example, in 1993, the superintendent Stephen Daeschner said the uneven distribution of poor 
children “bothers me more than anything. . . . That question is as powerful as the (racial) integration 
one in my mind.” The principal at Roosevelt Perry Elementary, which was racially integrated but 99 
percent low income, urged a plan to “equalize schools by socioeconomic status as well as race.”474 A 
few years later, a poll of Louisville teachers found that educationally they were more concerned 
about income integration than racial integration.475 An April 2002 analysis by the Jefferson County 
school district found that low-income students in middle-class schools performed better than low-
income students in high-poverty schools.476 Indeed, in his 2004 decision upholding the use of race, 
Judge John Heyburn II noted the “educational benefits” of racial integration stemmed in part from 
its relationship to poverty: “concentrations of poverty which may arise in neighborhood schools are 
much more likely to adversely affect black students than whites.”477 

 Making American schools integrated is tough work, requiring strong political leadership and 
a sustained commitment to the promise of equal opportunity. The U.S. Supreme Court’s decisions 
in the Louisville and Seattle cases present new obstacles, but across the country, school districts are 
not giving up, and indeed, are coming up with an alternative that can be an even more powerful 
engine for social mobility. 
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