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ing “a student body that is economically, geographically, and racially di-
verse.”44 In fact, this seems be the case: in 2005, when I conducted my inter-
views with students, the school’s racial composition was 40 percent White, 
28 percent African American, 23 percent Hispanic, and 9 percent Asian/
Asian American.

Payton is situated one mile east of (what was) the heart of the Cabrini-
Green projects and one mile west of Chicago’s famous “Magnificent Mile,” 
which consists of high-end retail stores, smaller boutiques, and restaurants. 
The average household income of residents in the school’s neighborhood, ac-
cording to the 2008–2012 American Community Survey, is approaching 
$72,000, and the poverty level in the neighborhood is slightly under 20 per-
cent.45

Payton’s physical appearance is breathtaking. In the entryway behind its 
grand modernist glass facade, flags representing countries around the world 
hang from the ceiling. Looking deeper, a visitor notices the school’s gener-
ously wide corridors and high ceilings. The structure in which learning takes 
place is commensurate with the substance. Payton’s curriculum focuses on 
math, science, and world languages and consists solely of honors and AP 
courses. It is difficult to get into Payton, and upon being accepted, students 
usually rise to the challenge. The graduation rate for the school since 2005 
has consistently been around 90 percent.46

Table 1.1  Characteristics of Four Chicago Schools, 2006 

Lincoln Park 
High School

Walter Payton 
College 

Preparatory 
High School

Tilden Career 
Community 

Academy High 
School

Harper High 
School

Official school 
classification Mixed-race Integrated

Predominantly 
minority

Predominantly 
Black

White 29.4% 40.4% 5.1% 0.1%
Black 35.1 27.5 60.0 99.3
Latino 19.9 22.8 32.3 0.6
Asian 15.3 8.8 1.6 —
Native American 0.3 0.6 0.1 —
ACT composite 21 26 15 14
Percentage low-

income
51% 34% 95% 84%

Graduation rate 81 89 56 66

Source: 2006 official school reports.
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and VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964.”21 The investigation found that school 
attendance zones had been gerrymandered to perpetuate segregation. They 
also charged the Chicago school board with underutilizing White schools 
while using mobile classrooms to ease overcrowding in Black schools. Ac-
cording to a Washington Post report, “Federal officials found that the school 
board had bused 300 children out of a severely overcrowded Black South 
Side school to another all-Black school four miles away. A largely White 
school sat less than two miles away with six empty classrooms.”22

In addition, the lawsuit accused the Board of tracking students to create or 
maintain segregation; maintaining racially segregated branches of schools; 
race-matching teachers and staff to students; allowing White students to 
avoid assigned schools when their race was in the minority in favor of atten-
dance at other schools where Whites were the majority; and lastly, associating 
segregated schools with segregated housing projects.23 This was said to have 
happened over a “substantial period of time and in a substantial portion of 
Chicago public schools”; continuance of these policies would result in the 
Board operating in violation of the U.S. Constitution, thereby causing “im-
mediate, severe and irreparable harm.”24

After extensive negotiations, a consent decree was entered requiring the 
Board to desegregate as many schools as possible, “considering all the circum-
stances in Chicago,” and to provide supplemental resources for any majority-
Black or -Hispanic schools that remained segregated.25 Like the Brown v. 
Board of Education II decision, this legal remedy provided no specific goal-
posts or enforcement provisions. The predictable result was lackluster and 

Table 2.1 � Racial Demographic Data on Pre-K Through Twelfth-Grade Students in the 
Largest U.S. Public School Districts, 1987–2009

New Yorka
Los 

Angeles Houston Philadelphia

1990–
1991

2008–
2009

1987–
1988

2008–
2009

1987–
1988

2008–
2009

1987–
1988

2008–
2009

White 19% n.a. 17% 9% 16% 8% 24% 13%
Black 38 n.a. 18 11 42 28 63 61
Hispanic 35 n.a. 57 73 39 61 9 17
Asian 8 n.a. 8 6 3 3 3 6

Total 943,969 589,311 625,073 191,708 200,225 194,698 159,867

Source: National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), Common Core of Data (CCD), “Public Ele-
mentary/Secondary School Universe Survey,” 1987–1988, 1990–91 (version 1a), and 2008–2009 (ver-
sion 1b) for New York, Los Angeles, Houston, and Philadelphia.
aNew York data was unavailable for 1987–1988 and 2009–2009. Data for 1990–1991 was available as an 
early comparison to the other largest U.S. public school districts.

 



Table 2.2 � Racial Demographic Data for Chicago Schools, Pre-K Through Twelfth Grade, While Under the Desegregation 
Consent Decree, 1987–2009

1987–1988 1990–1991 1993–1994 1996–1997 1999–2000 2002–2003 2005–2006 2008–2009

White 54,276 48,367 46,834 44,108 42,970 40,515 33,945 37,488
13% 12% 11% 9% 10% 9% 8% 9%

Black 251,705 236,914 227,604 227,852 226,611 221,221 204,664 196,200
60% 58% 56% 49% 52% 51% 49% 47%

Hispanic 100,741 110,707 121,343 135,206 147,705 159,284 158,270 172,106
24% 27% 30% 29% 34% 37% 38% 41%

Asian 12,126 11,994 12,848 13,370 13,731 14,236 13,361 14,862
3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 3% 4%

Total 419,537 408,830 409,499 469,098 431,750 436,048 420,982 421,430

Source: National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), City of Chicago, School District 299, Common Core of Data (CCD), “Public Elementary/
Secondary School Universe Survey,” 1987–1988, 1990–1991, 1993–1994, 1996–1997, 2002–2003, and 2005–2006 (version 1a) and 1999–2000 
and 2008–2009 (version 1b).
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and how they should behave. These journeys have consequences. The very act 
of crossing boundaries—or just as important, not crossing boundaries—de-
termines for my study participants the people with whom they interact, their 
experiences, and their perceptions of themselves and the world. A snapshot of 
their journeys to four very different educational settings introduces us to 
these consequences (see table 2.3).

Four Journeys to School

A shrill alarm wakes Michelle every weekday morning. Grudgingly, she pre-
pares for her trek to Lincoln Park High School. If she does not get a ride from 

Table 2.3 � Distance Traveled by Chicago High School Students Between 
Home and School, by School Racial Composition

Segregated
(Harper)

Predominantly 
Minority
(Tilden)

Mixed 
(Lincoln Park)

Integrated
(Payton Prep)

Short (less than  
two miles)

Keisha 
Michael 
TB 
David
Rina
Dewayne
Hunter

Joaquin
Louie
Andre
Gabrielle

Medium (two to  
five miles)

Pink
Chris

Jackson
Max
Juan
Mike
Dre 
Jasmine
Terry

Billy Pilgrim
Angelique
Jane

Tasha
Brianna
Carmen

Long (five miles  
or more)

Jackson
Shay
Andrea

Boomer
Michelle
Janet

Angela
John 
Amber
Freddy
Vanessa
Darrell
Alex

Source: Author’s interviews and surveys, 2005.
Note: The names of the students whose journeys to school are highlighted in this chapter are in 
bold.
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groups in Chicago schools, with African Americans reporting the most per-
vasive sense of danger (see figure 2.1). A clear majority of African American, 
Hispanic, and Asian American students feel the least safe outside their school 
environments. Nearly half of Blacks and Hispanics feel insecure while travel-
ing between home and school. Strikingly, a sizable number of students in all 
racial groups, from 28 to 40 percent, feel unsafe in their schools’ hallways 
and bathrooms. Finally, approximately 25 percent of African American youth 
feel unsafe in their classrooms. And school is supposed to be a safe place?

Later chapters will address the distinctions in young people’s assessments 
of school safety; here we examine the same survey measures with students’ 
school racial composition as the component of classification (in contrast to 
the use of students’ race as the classifier in figure 2.1). The lines in figure 2.2 
represent the responses of all students who attended a given type of school, 
regardless of their individual race-ethnicity.

Once again, it is quite clear that a strong majority of students attending 

Figure 2.1 � Chicago High School Students’ Perceptions of Insecurity, by Race, 
2001

Source: CCSR data, 2001.
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schools that are predominantly (more than 85 percent) African American or 
predominantly Hispanic feel unsafe outside those schools and when traveling 
between home and school. There must be decisive factors shaping the environ-
ments around these predominantly minority schools and students’ passages 
from home and school for them to be deemed very unsafe. In contrast, there is 
a significant difference in perceptions of insecurity for young people attending 
schools that are formally classified by Chicago Public Schools guidelines on 
school racial composition as mixed (15 to 30 percent White) or integrated (30 
to 45 percent White).

Gang activity, or at least the perception of it, is also critical to students’ 
assessment of school safety. Nearly half of surveyed students attending pre-
dominantly African American schools believe that more than 50 percent of 
their peers were in a gang (see figure 2.3). Approximately one-third of the 
students attending predominantly minority schools believe that more than 
half their classmates are in a gang, in contrast to only one-fifth of those in 
mixed-race and integrated schools.

These starkly different perceptions of their school environments raise an 

Figure 2.2 � Chicago High School Students’ Perceptions of Insecurity, by 
School Racial Composition, 2001

Source: CCSR data, 2001.
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important question: what are the mechanisms and processes that shape stu-
dents’ perceptions?

Adolescent Geographies
Once young people begin high school, whether in Chicago or any other city, 
they enter a stage when they are venturing farther and farther away from 
home. This is the case not only because of the logistics of getting to school, 
but also because adolescents are in the developmental phase in which they 
seek exposure to more people and to varied experiences. Young people cross 
all types of boundaries to attend school—racial and ethnic boundaries, gang 
lines, and class barriers, to name only a few. What is more, the physical ter-
rain they are asked to cross is governed by various social norms concerning 
where people should and should not go, how they should present themselves, 

Figure 2.3 � Chicago High School Students’ Perceptions of Gang Population, 
by School Type, 2001

Source: CCSR data, 2001.
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In a place on the matrix that denotes greater racial diversity and high levels 
of resources and opportunities is Lincoln Park High School. Because of its 
racial composition (which includes 30 percent White), Lincoln Park is offi-
cially classified by Chicago Public Schools as a “mixed” school. This school’s 
position on the racial-spatial divide illustrates the great opportunities and 
extensive resources available at Lincoln Park, with its rigorous, highly ranked 
curriculum and its location in one of Chicago’s toniest neighborhoods. How-
ever, some of the students attending Lincoln Park must navigate formidable 
boundaries. Race and place serve to split the school’s students, with many of 
the low-income enrollees coming from less-advantaged neighborhoods such 
as (the former) Cabrini-Green housing projects and the Austin neighbor-
hood on Chicago’s West Side.

Figure 3.1 � Racial and Social Isolation and Resources and Opportunity at the 
Four Chicago High Schools

Source: Author’s assessment of each school’s placement on the matrix of isolation and resources 
and opportunity.
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statements that it is harder for individuals of their race or ethnicity to find a 
job and harder for them to find a nice place to live, compared to well under 
half of Asian American and White students who agree with those statements.

In my interviews, students’ assessments of discrimination in housing and 
employment also run the gamut from strong agreement to strong disagree-
ment. These differences must be understood, in part, by the students’ place-
ment on the racial-spatial divide and by their awareness of their relative ad-
vantage or disadvantage with regard to the larger hierarchy of inequality, both 
as an individual and as a member of a racial-ethnic group. These varied un-
derstandings of history and the present shape their perceptions of their own 
opportunities.

Some youth invoke their knowledge about past unequal treatment to ex-
plain inequality in current times. For instance, Shay, the African American 
student at Tilden, on being asked on the survey whether she agrees with the 

Figure 3.2 � Students’ Perceptions of Social Injustice, by Race, 2001

Source: CCSR data, 2001.
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of Asian students have been “told off” or “told to move on” by police. At the 
more severe level of sanctioning, arrests of African Americans were greater 
than for other racial groups: whereas only 5 percent of Asian youth, 12 per-
cent of White youth, and 14 percent of Hispanic youth had been arrested at 
least once in the previous year, 19 percent of African American youth had 
been arrested.30

Table 4.1 � Chicago Ninth- and Tenth-Graders’ Contacts with Police, by Race 
and Level of Severity, 2001

Told by Police to 
Move On

Stopped by 
Police

Searched by 
Police

Arrested by 
Police

White 1,324 1,387 866 353
Black 4,699 4,775 3,588 1,818
Hispanic 3,907 4,225 3,140 1,231
Asian 271 278 136 54

Source: CCSR data, 2001.

Figure 4.1 � Percentage of Contact with Police for Chicago Ninth- and Tenth-
Graders, by Race and Level of Severity, 2001

Source: CCSR data, 2001.
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Table 4.2 � Chicago High School Students’ Racialized Perceptions of Criminal Injustice, by Level of Police Contact

No Police Contact
Told to  

Move On Stopped Searched Arrested

High perception of 
injustice

Boomer and Andre 
(Lincoln Park); 
Freddy and 
Brianna (Payton); 
Pink and Rina 
(Harper)

Angela and Alex 
(Payton); Shay 
(Tilden)

Amber and Carmen 
(Payton)

Vanessa and 
Darrell (Payton); 
Andrea, Jasmine, 
and Mike (Tilden); 
Dewayne and 
Hunter (Harper)

Max (Tilden); 
Keisha and 
Michael (Harper)

Low perception of 
injustice

Gabrielle, Michelle, 
Angelique, Jane, 
and Janet (Lincoln 
Park)

Louie and Billy 
(Lincoln Park)

Joaquin (Lincoln 
Park); Terry 
(Tilden)

John, Dre, and 
Jackson (Tilden); 
TB, Chris, and 
David (Harper)

Source: Author’s interviews and surveys, 2005.
Notes: Names in bold are those of students who self-identify as Black, multiracial, and/or Hispanic. N = 36.
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of Asian students have been “told off” or “told to move on” by police. At the 
more severe level of sanctioning, arrests of African Americans were greater 
than for other racial groups: whereas only 5 percent of Asian youth, 12 per-
cent of White youth, and 14 percent of Hispanic youth had been arrested at 
least once in the previous year, 19 percent of African American youth had 
been arrested.30

Table 4.1 � Chicago Ninth- and Tenth-Graders’ Contacts with Police, by Race 
and Level of Severity, 2001

Told by Police to 
Move On

Stopped by 
Police

Searched by 
Police

Arrested by 
Police

White 1,324 1,387 866 353
Black 4,699 4,775 3,588 1,818
Hispanic 3,907 4,225 3,140 1,231
Asian 271 278 136 54

Source: CCSR data, 2001.

Figure 4.1 � Percentage of Contact with Police for Chicago Ninth- and Tenth-
Graders, by Race and Level of Severity, 2001

Source: CCSR data, 2001.
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My study of students from the four Chicago public high schools uncov-
ered similarly high levels of African American youth contact with the police 
in 2005 (see figure 4.2). The majority of the African American students I 
surveyed and interviewed had experienced “severe” contact with police in the 
past year. (Thirteen respondents had experienced at least one search or arrest 
in the previous year.)31

As always, certain caveats apply to data on police contact. Students may 
not report that they were arrested, although the survey’s confidential nature 
might mitigate their reticence somewhat.32 Estimates are equally likely to be 
conservative, because students who have had contact with the police are less 
likely to be in school to fill out a valid survey.33

Other researchers have found similar numbers with analyses that reveal 
the significance of race, age, gender, and place in police contacts. In a pio-
neering study by Warren Friedman and Marsha Hott on Chicago youth, for 
example, 71 percent of students reported having been stopped by the police, 

Figure 4.2 � Chicago High School Students’ Contacts with Police, by Race and 
Level of Severity, 2005

Source: Author’s interviews and surveys, 2005.
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