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Equitable Education  

 
SUMMARY:  
 
Educational equity is far from being achieved in the United States. Despite Brown v. Board of 
Education declaring segregation in schools unconstitutional, schools remain segregated, with 
rates of segregation actually increasing over the last several decades. Segregation in schools 
grows out of residential segregation and the contributions of local property taxes in school 
funding. Busing efforts to enforce the Supreme Court’s integration decision were vehemently 
opposed by whites who believed integration would negatively impact their children’s academic 
outcomes. Judicial courts succumbed to these pressures, and busing orders were soon lifted, once 
again allowing for segregation to pervade schools. Similar to residential gerrymandering, school 
district gerrymandering perpetuates segregation, concentrating low income and nonwhite students 
in poorly funded, disadvantaged schools that lack the funding of their white, affluent counterparts. 
 
There is a $23 billion discrepancy in funding between white and nonwhite school districts, 
contributing to massive shortages in high quality resources and services in nonwhite schools. 
These disparities manifest in achievement gaps and disparate outcomes for students of color 
relative to white students. Racial disparities in educational outcomes emerge in early childhood 
and persist through students’ educational careers. 
 
The presence of police and highly punitive, “zero tolerance” policies exacerbate these disparities 
as they disproportionately remove students of color from classrooms and subject them to excessive 
use of force and entanglement in the juvenile system. These involvements increase the odds 
students drop out of high school and become involved in the criminal justice system. Teacher bias 
further adds to students of color’s inequitable experience in the American education system. 
Teachers are overwhelmingly white and female, even when student populations are diverse or 
predominantly nonwhite. White teachers tend to have lower expectations of students of color, 
which is reflective in how teachers treat these students in the classroom. Students are aware of 
these stereotypes and low expectations, which often leads to a self-fulfilling prophecy where 
students buy in to these negative perceptions and abandon their educational aspirations, which 
only reinforce their teachers’ presumptions.  
 
Residential segregation contextualizes these educational inequities. Thus, desegregation is the 
single most important step that can be taken to address systemic racism in the American education 
system. Integrated schools are associated with significantly higher academic outcomes for 



 

 

students of color, which may even be able to effectively ameliorate racial achievement gaps. There 
should also be an upheaval of local control over school financing to mitigate school wealth gaps 
and abolish the practice of district gerrymandering. Finally, school districts must invest in hiring 
more teachers of color, provide culturally relevant teaching materials, replace punitive discipline 
with restorative justice, and administer professional development aimed at helping teachers 
recognize and address their implicit biases in the classroom. 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 

“Clearly, we are failing to solve this problem. It is the problem of bringing this important 
and increasingly isolated class into the life of America... There is progress, and there are 
some successes in education, but the central truth is that the poor remain plunged in 
poverty and severe educational deprivation... Our large black and Hispanic population 
is more concentrated in poor urban areas and will remain isolated from the rest of society 
unless this educational deficiency in poorer urban districts is addressed.” — Abbott v 
Burke, 1990 (EdBuild, 2019).  

 
Slavery relied on a dependence to the slave owner, and education was a threat to that dependence, 
as it was assumed literate slaves may inspire others to revolt or escape. Many southern slave states 
prohibited the education of slaves. Nonetheless, efforts were made to teach slaves limited literacy 
skills. Following Emancipation, freed blacks viewed education as a means of liberation, and placed 
extremely high value on education. Black soldiers and white teachers from northern states 
advocated for and constructed school buildings for blacks following the Civil War, and black 
students were deemed eager, determined learners (SAAM, n.d.).  
 
Despite this desire to learn, blacks have continuously been denied equitable educational 
opportunities on a systematic basis. Schools deemed “separate but equal”  were inherently unequal 
and consistently produced unequal outcomes for decades. In 1954, the Supreme Court heard the 
case of Brown v Board of Education, and held that the segregation of schools violated the 14th 
amendment and was thus unconstitutional (Meatto, 2019). Nevertheless, American schools remain 
segregated. In fact, 
 

 “more than half of the nation’s schoolchildren are in racially concentrated school 
districts, where over 75 percent of students are either white or nonwhite” and the 
conflation between racial and economic segregation intensifies educational gaps 
between affluent and low income students (Mervosh, 2019).  

 
An analysis of the aftermath of the Brown decision sheds light on why schools remain so 
segregated. During the 1970s and 1980s, courts mandated the busing of black and white students 



 

 

outside their neighborhoods to implement Brown and effectively integrate schools. This sparked 
massive public outcry and protest. Whites in the north organized protests to “forced busing” that 
were reminiscent of the South’s opposition to integration (Equal Justice Initiative, 2018). School 
leaders were also vocal in their dissent to integration efforts. Chairman of a Boston school 
committee in 1974, John Kerrigan praised himself for defying orders to create an integration plan, 
saying: 
 
“This is a vote against those maggots that live outside the city...and it’s the proudest vote I’ve 
cast in seven years on this committee” (Equal Justice Initiative, 2018). 
 

          
A 7-year-old dressed in a Ku Klux Klansman robe rides in an anti-desegregation motorcade in 

Georgia, 1956, and white Chicagoan children protest desegregation in 1966  
(Bettmann/Getty Images; Declan Huan/Chicago History Museum  

via the Equal Justice Initiative, 2018).  
 
Mass protests against integrative busing policies placed immense pressure on school boards to 
denounce the initiatives and demand that busing mandates be lessened or eliminated. Federal 
courts began succumbing to these pressures in a matter of years, with federal courts lifting busing 
orders as early as 1977.  
 
Moreover, many southern lawmakers who were proponents of segregation remained in power, 
merely altering their rhetoric, now promoting “states’ rights” and “law and order” policies that 



 

 

only thinly veiled a pro-segregation and social control agenda against blacks. Lee Atwater, who 
served as an advisor to President Reagan elucidates this shift. In 1981 he explained:  
 

“You start out in 1954 by saying, ‘Nigger, nigger, nigger.’ By 1968 you can’t say 
‘nigger’— that hurts you, backfires. So you say stuff like, uh, forced busing, states’ 
rights, and all that stuff…” (Equal Justice Initiative, 2018).   
 

“States’ rights” proponents argued that individual states should oversee the administration of 
education to its youth and should dictate educational policies for its schools, not the federal 
government. Today, states are major decision makers in the educational realm, contributing to 
educational disparities across states, that disproportionately impact students of color to varying 
degrees. According to the Center for Educational Policy Analysis (n.d.), “state racial achievement 
gaps are strongly correlated with state racial socioeconomic disparities.”  
 

 
Advocates for states’ rights and segregated schools at a desegregation protest in 1960 

(Department of Education via Licea & Edelman, 2018) 
 
Residential segregation continues to fuel school segregation, just as it did prior to the Civil Rights 
Movement. Residential segregation and local power in making education finance decisions, are 
largely responsible for the wealth gap between white and nonwhite school districts. Note that in a 
“white” district, over 75 percent of the students are white, whereas in a “nonwhite” district, over 
75 percent of the students are nonwhite (EdBuild, 2019). The role of local property taxes in school 



 

 

budgets allows for the inflation of funds for wealthy districts, while districts in low income 
neighborhoods that do not generate significant property tax revenue suffer.  
 
School districts serving mostly white students receive $23 billion more in funding than nonwhite 
school districts, which contributes to vast disparities in the quality of education that can be 
provided to white, versus nonwhite, students. Low-funded schools have less accessibility to 
technological resources and are more likely to purchase and use old, worn out textbooks (Mervosh, 
2019). Disadvantaged, high-poverty schools are also less likely to provide advanced placement 
courses and other high-level classes that prepare and create pathways for students to higher 
education (Charles, 2018). New York is among the worst offenders in producing ballooned wealth 
gaps between white and nonwhite districts. On average, nonwhite districts receive $2,222 less in 
state funding compared to white districts, and this gap widens to $4,094 when the districts are both 
nonwhite and poor (EdBuild, 2019).  
 
Similar to redlining practices that excluded blacks from mortgage financing opportunities in the 
20th century, the racial and economic segregation of schools is often engineered by the 
gerrymandering of school district boundaries. These invisible lines deliberately exclude people of 
color and low income families from receiving educational justice and reinforce segregation. Courts 
have mandated that states provide districts funding to fill the gaps caused by gerrymandering, but 
this ignores, and fails to dismantle, the racist structure that is producing these disparities in the first 
place. Moreover, they lead to drastic inequities in the number of students that high-poverty, 
nonwhite schools have to support relative to their white and affluent counterparts. On average, 
high-poverty, nonwhite schools have student populations that are 3 times larger than the national 
average and nearly 7 times as populated as white districts (EdBuild, 2019).  
 
These racial and economic wealth gaps translate into disparate educational outcomes across 
student groups. Living in impoverished neighborhoods and attending high-poverty schools “is 
associated with lower scores on vocabulary and reading tests that were roughly the equivalent of 
a full grade of school learning” (Quick & Kahlenberg). Socioeconomically integrated schools 
produce significantly higher student achievement outcomes for low-income students than high-
poverty schools. Most students, however, are unable to circumvent exclusionary policies to receive 
the opportunity to attend such schools (Quick & Kahlenberg).  
 
Although white-black and white-Hispanic achievement gaps have been on the decline over the 
past 40 years, progress has been slow and disparities remain. (Center for Education Policy 
Analysis, n.d.). These disparities present themselves in early childhood and persist throughout 
students’ educational careers (American Psychological Association, 2012). However, recent 
research indicates that poverty can “completely account” for the racial achievement gap. The study 
exposed the need for renewed efforts to integrate schools and residential areas, finding a “very 
strong link” between student achievement gaps and racially segregated schools. Moreover, due to 



 

 

the nexus between race and poverty, the researchers determined that “the only way to close the 
[achievement] gap is to racially integrate schools,” as efforts to focus less on integrating and more 
on improving all schools have failed (Meckler, 2019). 
 
Black students are also less likely to graduate high school and attend college than their white peers. 
In the 2017-2018 school year, the black high school graduation rate was 79 percent, whereas the 
white graduation rate was 89 percent. In New York, this gap was even wider, with 90 percent of 
white students graduating high school in 2018 compared to only 73 percent of black students 
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2020). Graduation disparities along racial lines expand 
at the collegiate level, with only 38 percent of black students completing their college programs in 
2010 compared to 62 percent of whites (Tate, 2017). Some argue that college graduation rates 
underrepresent the true extent of racial disparities in higher education because they fail to take 
rates of student loan default into consideration, which signal financial insecurity. Examination of 
loan default rates reveal that black graduates are six times as likely to default on their student loans 
than white graduates (Anthony Jr. & Nichols, 2020). Again, we see the consequences of residential 
segregation and blacks’ exclusion from wealth generation continuing to hurt the black community 
today. 
 
Nonwhite, impoverished schools also have increased police presence and surveillance measures 
in place to monitor the student body, which feed the ever hungry school-to-prison pipeline youth 
who are disproportionately nonwhite. Disadvantages in resources incentivizes school 
administrators to push low-performing students out of their student populations. As a result, many 
schools have implemented “zero tolerance policies,” in which minor infractions, that should be 
dealt with internally, often carry heavy penalties and involvement with police. Schools have also 
come to rely on police to monitor school hallways rather than school administrators and 
counselors. This shift from restorative justice to harsh, punitive measures has led to increases in 
student arrests within schools and the likelihood students will endure excessive force at the hands 
of police (American Civil Liberties Union, n.d.).  
 

“The rise in school-based arrests, the quickest route from the classroom to the jailhouse, 
most directly exemplifies the criminalization of school children” (American Civil 
Liberties Union, n.d.).  

 



 

 

 
Officer Ben Fields throws a high school girl’s desk back, picks her up, and drags her to the front 
of the classroom where she is arrested for refusing to leave her desk (Bouie, 2015; Blad, 2016).  

 
The achievement gap in schools, much like the wealth gap, is cumulative, with both systemic and 
individual factors contributing to its persistence. In addition to systemic factors, educators 
themselves have a huge impact on the experience of students of color and subsequent achievement 
gaps. While some students are inherently at a disadvantage due to poorly funded institutions and 
a myriad of other systemic factors, there still exist numerous factors fueling the achievement gap 
that are fully under the control of educators and school administrators. Key contributors to this gap 
include teacher demographics and expectations. 
 
The National Center for Education Statistics notes that in the 2015-2016 school year, 80 percent 
of teachers in public elementary and secondary schools were white while only 7 percent were 
black. Given that black students account for 15 percent of the U.S. public school population, this 
demographic mismatch is glaring (National Center for Education Statistics, 2020).  



 

 

 
 
In a school system where student and teacher demographics do not reflect one another, it is not 
surprising that students frequently encounter microaggressions and racial stereotypes (Meeks, 
2010). Suspension and expulsion rates have soared under the aforementioned policies that crack 
down on minor rule infractions with extreme punishments that often involve law enforcement. 
Teacher and administrator bias play a role in fueling suspension and expulsion rates. According to 
the Department of Education, black students were suspended nearly 4 times as often as white 
students (Balko, 2020). This does not indicate that black students are 4 times as likely to break 
school rules that warrant suspension. Rather, administrators’ racial biases are to blame, as they 
labeled identical misbehavior more severe if black students were the offenders (Arends, 2019). 
Similar patterns emerge when analyzing expulsion rates.  
 

“African-American middle-school and high-school boys were more likely to be seen as 
troublemakers, and their misbehavior more severe, than Caucasian counterparts for 
exactly the same behavior” (Arends, 2019). 

 
These biases push students of color out of the classroom and make them more susceptible to 
negative academic outcomes, as they fall behind in their studies when they’re not in school, and 
are thus more likely to divest in their education and drop out of school (Arends, 2019). 



 

 

Furthermore, some students with continued involvement in schools’ disciplinary systems are sent 
to “disciplinary alternative schools” where they essentially have no educational rights. Although 
students at these schools are in the most need of meaningful education, these “schools” are not 
held to educational accountability standards. Often, students return to mainstream schools vastly 
unprepared, and are thus “permanently locked into inferior educational settings” or are funneled 
into the juvenile detention system, sustaining the school-to-prison pipeline (American Civil 
Liberties Union, n.d.).  
 
The impact of teachers of color, therefore, cannot be underestimated. Research into the benefits of 
teachers of color found an increased concern for educational inequities and a commitment to 
multicultural education that is rooted in diversity and social justice. Multicultural education and 
culturally responsive pedagogical practices improve the academic performance of students of color 
(Goodwin, 2004). Moreover, students may foster deeper, more authentic relationships with 
teachers who look like them. Evidence suggests teachers of color are more likely than white 
teachers to empathize with students of color, devote more time with them, and have higher 
expectations for them, all of which are linked to improved student outcomes (Dee, 2004).  
 
Teacher expectation directly impacts student achievement. Teacher expectation is what a teacher 
believes or presumes a student is capable of, regardless of their actual ability or performance. 
Teacher expectation has long been established as an influencing factor on student achievement and 
self-worth and it does not always reflect the realities of student performance. The Education 
Commission of the States (2012) explains that teachers, whether consciously or unconsciously, 
often set differing expectations for students within their classrooms. The most common reasons 
for lowered expectations are race, ethnicity, family income level, and indicators of past 
performance. As such, low teacher expectations disproportionately affect people of color. 
Teachers’ expectations are thought to affect student achievement in three primary ways. First, low 
expectations amplify what is known as stereotype threat, where individuals, conscious of a 
stereotype about a group to which they belong, carry an extra emotional cognitive burden as they 
fight to disprove the associated stereotype. Often, these are counterproductive efforts, and 
individuals perform worse when they are consciously thinking about stereotypes that affect them 
than when they are not. Students are often aware of their teachers’ stereotypes and low expectations 
of them, and their performance is negatively impacted as a result. Second, students often conform 
their self-expectations and behavior to fit within their teachers’ low expectations and negative 
perceptions. In some cases, students even disidentify with educational environments, as their 
teachers don’t believe in them and it is straining to constantly try to prove them wrong. Finally, 
teachers modify how they interact with students based on stigma (Gerhenson, Holt, & Papageorge, 
2016). 
 



 

 

  
A visualization of the cyclical nature of teacher expectations and student outcomes  

(Martin, 2017). 
 
These modified teacher behaviors often manifest as “provid[ing] briefer (or no) feedback on 
student errors —and less positive feedback after correct answers—and grant[ing] … less time to 
answer questions.” (Workman, 2012). Every child in the school system will likely encounter these 
situations at some point in their academic career, but for students of color, these are obstacles that 
they regularly face. When these behaviors are perpetuated daily, the adverse treatment compounds 
over the course of the school year and often over the course of multiple school years, negatively 
impacting student performance and ultimately reinforcing the achievement gap that plagues the 
American educational system. A study published by the British Journal of Educational Psychology 
noted that the effects of diminished teacher expectations were statistically significant after just one 
year. All students scored similarly at a pre-test taken at the beginning of the year. By the end of 
the year, test results showed that lower teacher expectations based on ethnicity had adversely 
effected students so that their achievement “had fallen significantly below” their peers. (Rubie-
Davies, Hattie, & Hamilton, 2006). Research from the Journal of School Psychology found that 
“teachers ranked European American and Asian American students seven points higher on a 30-
point reading hierarchy and more than eight points higher on a 30-point hierarchy than equally 
achieving African American and Latino students” and that “teacher differential treatment of 
ethnically diverse students with identical prior achievement levels was shown to have statistically 
significant effect on the overall year-end achievement gap” (McKown & Weinstein, 2008).  
 
Further, students of color are underrepresented in gifted education and overrepresented in special 
education. A study on racial bias in special education referrals found that teachers were more likely 
to refer black students to special education when they demonstrated behavioral challenges 
compared to whites, but were less likely to refer blacks when the challenges they displayed were 



 

 

academic in nature. In other words, teachers were more likely to seek behavioral control services 
for black students as opposed to academic remediation services. These findings suggest that 
teachers “perceive misbehavior by black boys as more aggressive and problematic than 
misbehavior by white boys,” and teachers attribute low academic performance among black 
students as “expected,” and “normal,” so remediation isn’t needed (New York University, 2016). 
It is recognized that the majority of teachers who have differential expectations for their students 
do not do so out of malice, but regardless of intent, the impact remains (McKown & Weinstein, 
2008). 
 
Teacher expectations easily become self-fulfilling prophecies and are self-perpetuating. When 
students internalize their perceived inferiority, they do not perform as well. This reinforces the 
teacher’s initial faulty notion of the student’s inability to achieve which then leads to continued 
lower expectation. When student-teacher demographic mismatch occurs, the effects of these two 
phenomena are found to compound. A study published in the Economics of Education Review in 
2016 found that “non-black teachers of black students have significantly lower expectations than 
do black teachers” and that these “effects are larger for black male students and math teachers.” 
These effects, particularly in high school students, can have a significant impact students 
completing their secondary and tertiary education. Teachers of the same sex, but of another race, 
were 12 percent less likely to expect black students to graduate college with a four-year degree 
than their white students (Gershenson, Holt, & Papageorge, 2016). These lowered expectations 
and negative experiences were shown to deter students of color from taking courses on similar 
subjects in the future and even discouraged them from investing in higher education (Gershenson, 
Holt, & Papageorge, 2016). 
 
Desegregation is the most important step that can be taken to address systemic racism in the 
American education system. Fully integrating neighborhoods would uproot the corrupt system of 
local district financing that relies on segregated communities to carve out district boundaries. Such 
efforts would likely have a profound impact on the performance of students of color, as integrated 
schools are associated with significantly higher academic outcomes for students of color, which 
may even be able to effectively ameliorate racial achievement gaps. Until neighborhoods are 
completely integrated, there should be an upheaval of local control over school financing to 
mitigate school wealth gaps and abolish the practice of district gerrymandering. Finally, school 
districts must invest in hiring more teachers of color, provide culturally relevant teaching materials, 
replace punitive discipline with restorative justice, and administer professional development aimed 
at helping teachers recognize and address their implicit biases in the classroom. 


