
Table 2.1    Changes in Racial Composition of U.S. Metropolitan Census Tracts, 1990 to 2010

Neighborhood 
Composition, 
2010

Neighborhood Composition, 1990

Predominantly 
White

Predominantly 
Black

Predominantly 
Other

 
White-Other

 
White-Black

 
Black-Other

 
Multiethnic

 
Total

Predominantly 
white

11,846
48.17%

3
0.07%

2
0.07%

31
0.32%

228
4.59%

1
0.04%

7
0.29%

12,118
23.76%

Predominantly 
black

102
0.41%

2,773
68.44%

1
0.04%

1
0.01%

539
10.86%

28
1.14%

11
0.46%

3,455
6.78%

Predominantly 
other

76
0.31%

1
0.02%

2,642
92.80%

2,621
27.05%

5
0.10%

271
10.99%

153
6.40%

5,769
11.31%

White-other 9,001
36.60%

2
0.05%

86
3.02%

5,698
58.82%

227
4.57%

29
1.18%

273
11.42%

15,316
30.03%

White-black 1,094
4.45%

126
3.11%

0
0.00%

6
0.06%

1,386
27.93%

1
0.04%

13
0.54%

2,626
5.15%

Black-other 239
0.97%

1,037
25.59%

109
3.83%

694
7.16%

808
16.28%

2,034
82.48%

1,217
50.92%

6,138
12.04%

Multiethnic 2,233
9.08%

110
2.71%

7
0.25%

637
6.58%

1,769
35.65%

102
4.14%

716
29.96%

5,574
10.93%

Total 24,591
100%

4,052
100%

2,847
100%

9,688
100%

4,962
100%

2,466
100%

2,390
100%

50,996
100%

Source: Authors’ compilation based on Neighborhood Change Database (GeoLytics 2008) and 2010 SFI in 2000 Boundaries (GeoLytics 2012).
Note: Neighborhood types are defined as follows:
Predominantly white = Predominantly white tract: >= 80% white; <= 10% each black, Hispanic, Asian, other race.
Predominantly black = Predominantly black tract: >= 50% black; <= 10% each white, Hispanic, Asian, other race.
Predominantly other = Predominantly other race tract: >= 50% Hispanic or Asian; <= 10% black.
White-other = Mixed white and other race tract: between 10% & 50% Hispanic or Asian; <= 10% black.
White-black = Mixed white and black between 10% & 50% black; >= 40% white; >= 10% Hispanic or Asian.
Black-other = Mixed black and other race tract: >= 10% black; >= 10% Hispanic or Asian; <= 40% white.
Multiethnic = Mixed multiethnic tract: >= 10% black; >=10% Hispanic or Asian; >= 40% white.
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places have diversified primarily through the growing share of other-race 
(including mixed-race) residents. Specifically, tracts that were predomi-
nantly black in 1990 saw, on average, increases of about 4.3 percentage 
points in the local concentration of other-race individuals. In contrast, the 
already low white representation in predominantly black neighborhoods 
declined by an average of about 2 percentage points between 1990 and 
2000. As a result of these compositional changes, almost all (1037 of 1279, 
or 81 percent) of those predominantly black neighborhoods that transi-
tioned to a different type between 1990 and 2010 moved into the compo-
sitionally similar black-other category (table 2.1). Moreover, more than  
10 percent of the tracts that were white-black in 1990 became predomi-
nantly black by 2010, losing an average of about 20 percentage points in 
their white shares during this period (figure 2.1). Thus, despite declining 
levels of segregation in most metropolitan areas over the past few decades, 
relatively isolated black neighborhoods have remained an indelible fea-
ture of metropolitan America.

Persistent residential stratification is also borne out in racially dispa-
rate mobility patterns. A recent study by Kyle Crowder and his colleagues 
(2012) shows that black and white householders not only tend to originate 
in neighborhoods with very different characteristics, they tend to move into 

Figure 2.1     Changes in Racial Composition of Metropolitan Tracts,  
1990 to 2010, by 1990 Tract Type
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Source: Authors’ compilation based on Neighborhood Change Database (GeoLytics 2008) 
and 2010 SFI in 2000 Boundaries (GeoLytics 2012).



Table 2.2    Racial and Ethnic Differences in Average Tract Characteristics, 2006 to 2010

Tract Characteristic Non-Latino Whites Non-Latino Blacks Non-Latino Asians Latinos

Percent college educated 31.00% 21.17% 37.72% 20.48%
Median household income $62,574.45 $44,921.41 $70,420.59 $49,987.18
Percent in poverty 11.16% 21.24% 11.81% 18.74%
Median housing value $250,385.40 $188,363.70 $395,946.70 $256,578.50
Median gross rent $785.16 $705.03 $1,072.95 $832.42
Housing vacancy rate 9.51% 12.83% 7.47% 9.63%
Homeownership rate 71.69% 55.59% 60.76% 56.49%

Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the American Community Survey (U.S. Census Bureau 2012). 
Note: All figures based on tract-level data, weighted by group population.
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Thus, despite declines in average levels of segregation and the increas-
ing prevalence of multiethnic neighborhoods, members of different 
groups tend to remain exposed to fundamentally different opportunities 
as a function of their qualitatively unequal neighborhood environments. 
The consequences of this residential stratification for segregated minori-
ties are vast and well documented. High levels of residential segregation 
have been shown to increase black poverty (Ananat 2011), concentrate 
overall levels of poverty in black-populated neighborhoods (Massey 
and Denton 1993; Quillian 2012), contribute to large racial disparities in 
wealth accumulation (Oliver and Shapiro 2006), and create the context 
for sharp racial disparities in the financial risks associated with the recent 
Great Recession (Rugh and Massey 2010). By concentrating blacks and 
some other minorities in the worst-quality neighborhoods, segregation 
also contributes to dramatic racial disparities in exposure to environmen-
tal hazards (Crowder and Downey 2010), access to healthy food choices 
(Moore and Diez Roux 2006), and exposure to crime and other sources of 
environmental stress (Karb et al. 2012; Peterson and Krivo 2010; Theall, 
Drury, and Shirtcliff 2012), thereby helping produce profound and per-
sistent racial disparities in health (Nuru-Jeter and LaVeist 2011; Williams 

2
Non-Latino black
Non-Latino Asian
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% College
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Med.
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income

% Poverty Med.
housing

value

Med.
gross
rent

% Vacant
housing

% Owner
occupied
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Source: Authors’ compilation of data from the American Community Survey (U.S. Census 
Bureau 2012). All tract-level characteristics weighted by group population size.

Figure 2.2    Racial Differences, Average Tract Characteristics, 2006 to 2010



Table 3.1    Descriptive Statistics, Individual and Family Variables

Six to Eleven Twelve to Seventeen All Ages

1970
x
_

(s)

1980
x
_

(s)

1990
x
_

(s)

2000
x
_

(s)

2010
x
_

(s)

1970
x
_

(s)

1980
x
_

(s)

1990
x
_

(s)

2000
x
_

(s)

2010
x
_

(s)

Total
x
_

(s)

Private school .13
(.34)

.13
(.34)

.12
(.32)

.14
(.35)

.15
(.35)

.11
(.32)

.11
(.31)

.09
(.29)

.11
(.31)

.13
(.33)

.13
(.33)

Male .51
(.50)

.51
(.50)

.51
(.50)

.51
(.50)

.51
(.50)

.51
(.50)

.51
(.50)

.51
(.50)

.51
(.50)

.52
(.50)

.51
(.50)

Married couple .91
(.29)

.87
(.34)

.85
(.36)

.81
(.39)

.81
(.39)

.89
(.31)

.85
(.35)

.83
(.38)

.79
(.41)

.78
(.41)

.84
(.37)

Number siblings 2.49
(1.59)

1.69
(1.18)

1.56
(1.11)

1.53
(1.13)

1.59
(1.18)

2.28
(1.68)

1.75
(1.27)

1.41
(1.15)

1.38
(1.15)

1.38
(1.18)

1.6
(1.23)

Family income  
(in 1,000s)

65.91
(41.37)

61.42
(37.45)

70.93
(57.35)

86.22
(86.02)

94.17
(90.88)

73.11
(46.01)

71.18
(41.48)

78.97
(61.68)

91.83
(86.01)

97.65
(90.66)

77.41
(65.97)

Rent home .24
(.43)

.22
(.41)

.25
(.43)

.22
(.41)

.21
(.41)

.19
(.39)

.15
(.36)

.19
(.39)

.17
(.38)

.17
(.37)

.20
(.40)

Number rooms in 
house

6.1
(1.45)

6.39
(1.54)

6.46
(1.61)

6.58
(1.70)

7.41
(2.53)

6.25
(1.44)

6.62
(1.50)

6.65
(1.58)

6.75
(1.64)

7.54
(2.56)

6.59
(1.67)

Number units in 
structure

3.32
(1.15)

3.33
(1.34)

3.17
(1.25)

3.15
(1.30)

3.16
(1.15)

3.29
(1.08)

3.27
(1.20)

3.13
(1.12)

3.1
(1.15)

3.11
(1.06)

3.2
(1.22)

(Table continues on p. 70.)



Table 3.1    Continued

Six to Eleven Twelve to Seventeen All Ages

1970
x
_

(s)

1980
x
_

(s)

1990
x
_

(s)

2000
x
_

(s)

2010
x
_

(s)

1970
x
_

(s)

1980
x
_

(s)

1990
x
_

(s)

2000
x
_

(s)

2010
x
_

(s)

Total
x
_

(s)

High school education .44
(.50)

.41
(.40)

.29
(.45)

.32
(.47)

.21
(.41)

.42
(.49)

.43
(.49)

.31
(.46)

.34
(.47)

.24
(.43)

.35
(.47)

Some college 0.15
(.36)

0.22
(.41)

0.34
(.47)

0.28
(.45)

0.26
(.44)

.15
(.36)

.20
(.40)

.34
(.47)

.27
(.45)

.28
(.45)

0.26
(.44)

College educated .19
(.39)

.25
(.44)

.31
(.46)

.36
(.48)

.50
(.50)

.18
(.38)

.23
(.42)

.29
(.46)

.35
(.48)

.45
(.50)

.30
(.46)

Semi-skilled .18
(.38)

.20
(.40)

.23
(.42)

.20
(.40)

.18
(.38)

.18
(.38)

.19
(.39)

.21
(.41)

.19
(.39)

.18
(.38)

.20
(.40)

White collar .19
(.39)

.19
(.39)

.18
(.38)

.18
(.38)

.18
(.38)

.19
(.39)

.21
(.40)

.20
(.40)

.19
(.39)

.19
(.39)

.19
(.39)

Professional .21
(.41)

.23
(.42)

.26
(.44)

.31
(.46)

.40
(.49)

.22
(.42)

.23
(.42)

.26
(.44)

.31
(.46)

.37
(.48)

.27
(.44)

N 184,790 731,528 714,533 745,438 126,807 178,605 802,020 658,405 743,731 136,311 5,022,168

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Standard deviations in parentheses.



Table 3.2    Descriptive Statistics, Community Variables

1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 All Years

x
_

s x
_

s x
_

s x
_

s x
_

s x
_

s

Percent African American 12.0 14.3 12.3 15.2 12.3 15.6 14.0 16.7 13.9 15.5 12.9 15.5
Percent white, non-Hispanic 82.7 17.0 79.6 19.4 76.7 21.0 71.6 23.1 67.9 23.1 74.2 22.0
Black-white dissimilarity* 57.0 19.9 49.2 23.7 43.3 20.1 40.1 18.8 36.9 17.2 45 21
Median family income (in 1,000s) 49.8 10.7 51.3 10.9 56.7 15.7 61.3 16.3 61.3 17.0 54.4 15.3
Percent poor 18.1 10.7 15.8 7.7 18.0 9.1 16.8 8.3 19.5 8.8 17.6 9.0
Percent college educated 9.9 4.1 14.7 6.7 18.5 8.7 22.8 10.2 29.5 11.8 19.6 11.0
Percent blue collar 34.2 7.3 30.7 7.4 27.0 6.9 25.3 6.5 20.8 5.6 27.3 8.1
N 408 543 543 543 543 2,580

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: *Multiplied by 100.
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Table 3.3 shows the correlations among community-level variables. 
There are slight to modest correlations between the percentage of peo-
ple who are black (column 1) and other community-level variables. For 
example, the correlation coefficient between percentage of black students 
and percentage of white students is -0.68 and it is 0.52 between percent-
age black students and percentage poor people. None of the community-
level correlations are collinear.

Ideally, we would like to have included school quality data to assess the 
extent to which parents’ choices for schools are driven by factors such as 
school test scores. However, census micro data do not allow us to integrate 
school-level information into our analysis because neither the boundaries 
of school catchment areas nor school districts correspond with PUMAs. 
Although we can determine the extent to which private school enrollment 
is correlated with a community’s racial composition, we cannot determine 
whether such a correlation would diminish (or potentially disappear) if 
we could incorporate a complete set of factors that parents might consider 
when making school choices. We also wanted to include measures of com-
munity safety and the religious denomination of students’ families. Here 
again the decennial census do not collect this information. For example, it 
would be helpful to control for the percentage of a community’s popula-
tion of a particular religious denomination but no historical data exist that 
could be used to estimate religious populations in census communities.

Despite the unavailability of data that limit our ability to make robust 
causal inferences regarding the association between private school enroll-
ment and the racial composition of local communities, our data do allow 
us to explore how much patterns of private school enrollment are corre-
lated with the racial composition of communities in which children live. 
As Eric Brunner, Jennifer Imazeki, and Stephen Ross (2006) note, correla-
tions between student race and the racial composition of local communi-
ties provide the opportunity to explore whether private school enrollment 
patterns might contribute to racial segregation of local public schools above 

Table 3.3    Correlation Coefficients, Community Variables

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Percent African American (1) 1.00
Percent white (2) -.68 1.00
Black-white dissimilarity (3) .20 -.09 1.00
Median family income (4) -.16 .05 .08 1.00
Percent poor (5) .52 -.57 -.06 -.68 1.00
Percent college educated (6) .43 -.20 -.06 .78 -.31 1.00
Percent blue collar (7) -.05 .29 .01 -.57 .15 -.83 1.00

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: All years pooled.
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Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: No control variables.
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Figure 3.1     Private School Enrollments of White Students  
by Community Racial Composition
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Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Controlling for all covariates.
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all relevant control variables that are available in the IPUMS data for the 
period observed in this study.

Model 1 shows that white students are significantly more likely to be 
enrolled in private school as shares of black children in their communities 
increase—this is true for both age groups and in all years except 1970. Also, 
the quadratic terms for the percentage of black children in a community are 
not statistically significant and are substantively trivial. Contrary to com-
mon perceptions, no tipping point is observed in these basic specifications: 
regardless of age group or the period, there is no abrupt increase in private 
school enrollment rates among white children when they live in a neigh-
borhood that has a particular racial composition. Finally, model 1 includes 

Table 3.4    Regression Coefficients, Students Ages Six to Eleven

1970 1980 1990 2000 2010

M1 M2 M3 M1 M2 M3 M1 M2 M3 M1 M2 M3 M1 M2 M3

Percent black .003 .017 .020 .022* .028* .031* .024* .011* .008 .021* .013* .010* .022* .016* .016*
Percent black squared .0002 .0003 .0002 -.00001 -.00003 -.0001 .011* .007 .003 .008* .006* .002 .008* .007* .004
Percent white .004 -.005 -.007 -.008 -.009 -.007 -.016 -.012 -.019* -.015 -.006 -.005
Percent poor -.030 -.028 .000* .005 .015* .013* .008 .007 -.001 -.002
Median family income .051* .044* .039* -.035* -.005 -.001 .001 .005 .000 .003
Percent college degree -.094* -.093* -.040* -.046* -.010 -.021* .003 -.010 .027* .014
Percent blue collar -.032* -.026* -.031* -.024* -.023* -.016 -.011 -.005 .017 .017
Male -.036 -.033* -.064* -.065* -.037* -.038* -.018 -.016
Married couple .026 .103* -.018 -.043* -.027
Number siblings .164* .077* .247* .341* .410*
Family income† .003* .004* .059* .094* .196*
Rent home -.577* -.356* .002* .001* .001*
Number rooms in house .046* .048* -.301* -.331* -.241*
Number units in structure .117* .062* .042* .050* .026*
High school .427* .440* .062* .061* .058*
Some college .486* .675* .235* -.183* -.603*
College .410* .736* .651* .241* -.339*
Semi-skilled -.109* -.035* .920* .607* .090
White collar .149* .195* -.047* -.072* -.083
Professional .167* .250* .222* .204* .202*
Constant -2.81* -2.17* -3.565* -1.81* -2.236* -3.940* -2.24* 3.50* 2.03 -2.05* .906 -.230 -2.03* -1.53 -2.46*
Log  

likelihood†

-65.8 -65.7 -63.7 -258.9 -258.9 -251.3 -267.5 -267.4 -256.2 -307.8 -307.7 -291.6 -54.4 -54.4 -51.6

chi2 11 250 4,096 177 350 14,561 218 732 21,455 276 663 30,189 207 364 5,308
rho .204 .133 .123 .158 .130 .033 .102 .061 .063 .070 .047 .047 .065 .051 .048
sigma_u .917 .710 .678 .786 .702 .711 .610 .463 .469 .497 .404 .402 .477 .422 .409

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Notes: Random-intercept logistic regressions.
†In thousands of dollars.
*p < .001.
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the percentage of white students in a community. This same-race variable 
does not render spurious the relationship between private school enroll-
ment rates and the percentage of black children in the community, sug-
gesting that the presence of white children in a community—or the lack of 
them—accounts for private school enrollment rates among white students.

Including additional control variables, as shown in models 2 and 3, 
is revealing in several ways. First, the percentage of black children in a 
community remains positive and statistically significant when available 
controls are included in the analysis. Regardless of decade, race remains 
a relevant predictor of private school enrollment among white children 
even when other family and contextual factors are controlled. Given that 

Table 3.4    Regression Coefficients, Students Ages Six to Eleven

1970 1980 1990 2000 2010

M1 M2 M3 M1 M2 M3 M1 M2 M3 M1 M2 M3 M1 M2 M3

Percent black .003 .017 .020 .022* .028* .031* .024* .011* .008 .021* .013* .010* .022* .016* .016*
Percent black squared .0002 .0003 .0002 -.00001 -.00003 -.0001 .011* .007 .003 .008* .006* .002 .008* .007* .004
Percent white .004 -.005 -.007 -.008 -.009 -.007 -.016 -.012 -.019* -.015 -.006 -.005
Percent poor -.030 -.028 .000* .005 .015* .013* .008 .007 -.001 -.002
Median family income .051* .044* .039* -.035* -.005 -.001 .001 .005 .000 .003
Percent college degree -.094* -.093* -.040* -.046* -.010 -.021* .003 -.010 .027* .014
Percent blue collar -.032* -.026* -.031* -.024* -.023* -.016 -.011 -.005 .017 .017
Male -.036 -.033* -.064* -.065* -.037* -.038* -.018 -.016
Married couple .026 .103* -.018 -.043* -.027
Number siblings .164* .077* .247* .341* .410*
Family income† .003* .004* .059* .094* .196*
Rent home -.577* -.356* .002* .001* .001*
Number rooms in house .046* .048* -.301* -.331* -.241*
Number units in structure .117* .062* .042* .050* .026*
High school .427* .440* .062* .061* .058*
Some college .486* .675* .235* -.183* -.603*
College .410* .736* .651* .241* -.339*
Semi-skilled -.109* -.035* .920* .607* .090
White collar .149* .195* -.047* -.072* -.083
Professional .167* .250* .222* .204* .202*
Constant -2.81* -2.17* -3.565* -1.81* -2.236* -3.940* -2.24* 3.50* 2.03 -2.05* .906 -.230 -2.03* -1.53 -2.46*
Log  

likelihood†

-65.8 -65.7 -63.7 -258.9 -258.9 -251.3 -267.5 -267.4 -256.2 -307.8 -307.7 -291.6 -54.4 -54.4 -51.6

chi2 11 250 4,096 177 350 14,561 218 732 21,455 276 663 30,189 207 364 5,308
rho .204 .133 .123 .158 .130 .033 .102 .061 .063 .070 .047 .047 .065 .051 .048
sigma_u .917 .710 .678 .786 .702 .711 .610 .463 .469 .497 .404 .402 .477 .422 .409

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Notes: Random-intercept logistic regressions.
†In thousands of dollars.
*p < .001.
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we cannot include every control variable that may influence private school 
choice (for example, school quality, levels of violence in the community, 
the religious denomination of the student), we cannot make a strong 
causal claim that race drives private school enrollment, ceteris paribus. 
Still, white students are more likely to enroll in private school as shares 
of black children in the surrounding area increase even when a range of  
family- and community-level covariates are included in the models (see 
also table 3.6).

A central issue—which we focus on in this study—is whether apparent 
racial antipathies have diminished over time. Are race-based (or race-
associated) effects as strong now as they were decades ago? To answer 
this question, we present two graphs in figure 3.2 (one for each age group). 
The figures use coefficients from the third models in tables 3.4 and 3.5 to 

Table 3.5    Regression Coefficients, Students Ages Twelve to Seventeen

1970 1980 1990 2000 2010

M1 M2 M3 M1 M2 M3 M1 M2 M3 M1 M2 M3 M1 M2 M3

Percent black -.012 .007 .009 .024* .031* .034* .022* .026* .030* .024* .023* .027* .031* .024* .028*
Percent black squared .001 .001 .001 .001 .001 .001 .001 .001 .001 -.001 .001 -.001 -.001 -.001 -.001
Percent white .003 -.007 -.007 -.007 -.005 -.003 -.012* -.005 -.003 -.011* -.007* -.005 -.011* -.007* -.006*
Percent poor -.036* -.032 .018 .023 .019 .025 .013 .019 .009 .011
Median family income .062* .056* .052* .048* .042* .040* .017* .017* .001 -.001
Percent college degree -.111* -.114* -.043* -.051* -.039* -.051* -.003 -.015 .023* .012
Percent blue collar -.037* -.031* -.037* -.031* -.040* -.035* -.022 -.017 -.002 -.001
Male -.028 -.023 -.034* -.021 -.054
Married couple -.021 .020 .130* .212* .290*
Number siblings .139* .079* .129* .165* .209*
Family income† .003* .004* .003* .002* .002*
Rent home -.454* -.361* -.351* -.196* -.238*
Number rooms/house .061* .066* .076* .076* .039*
Number units/structure .111* .057* .044* .026* .029
High school .312* .342* .132* -.084 -.509*
Some college .377* .543* .431* .213* -.357*
College .388* .705* .686* .548* .058
Semi-skilled -.095* -.036 .004 -.007 -.024
White collar .116* .167* .242* .191* .131*
Professional .174* .277* .361* .362* .380*
Constant -2.92* -2.39* -3.84* -2.27* -3.73* -5.45* -1.77* -3.31* -5.12* -1.71* -2.67* -4.29* -1.60* -2.66* -3.38*
Log likelihood† -56.5 -56.4 -54.7 -246.3 -246.3 -238.0 -187.9 -187.8 -179.4 -243.6 -243.5 -231.9 -50.0 -50.0 -47.4
chi2 8 287 3,503 194 401 16,286 234 607 16,540 404 695 22,657 292 437 5,271
rho .250 .156 .149 .200 .161 .164 .161 .112 .120 .094 .072 .077 .084 .069 .071
sigma_u 1.047 .780 .758 .907 .794 .802 .796 .645 .670 .584 .506 .522 .549 .495 .502

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Random-intercept logistic coefficients.
†In thousands of dollars.
*p < .001



Declining Significance of Race?    85

portray the predicated percentage of white children enrolled in private 
school (y-axes) against changes in the percentage of black children who 
live in communities (x-axes).8 These predictions hold all control variables 
at their means (as shown in the total columns in tables 3.1 and 3.2). Each 
line of the graph represents an age group and each line within each graph 
represents a year of data.

Two clear and consistent patterns emerge. Between 1970 and 1980, 
the slope between private school enrollment and community racial 
composition rose precipitously. Clearly, the correlation between com-
munity racial composition and private school enrollment among 
white children was much stronger in 1980 than 1970. This is consis-
tent with the bivariate results shown in figure 3.1. However, after 1980, 
the strength of the correlation between private school enrollment and 

Table 3.5    Regression Coefficients, Students Ages Twelve to Seventeen

1970 1980 1990 2000 2010

M1 M2 M3 M1 M2 M3 M1 M2 M3 M1 M2 M3 M1 M2 M3

Percent black -.012 .007 .009 .024* .031* .034* .022* .026* .030* .024* .023* .027* .031* .024* .028*
Percent black squared .001 .001 .001 .001 .001 .001 .001 .001 .001 -.001 .001 -.001 -.001 -.001 -.001
Percent white .003 -.007 -.007 -.007 -.005 -.003 -.012* -.005 -.003 -.011* -.007* -.005 -.011* -.007* -.006*
Percent poor -.036* -.032 .018 .023 .019 .025 .013 .019 .009 .011
Median family income .062* .056* .052* .048* .042* .040* .017* .017* .001 -.001
Percent college degree -.111* -.114* -.043* -.051* -.039* -.051* -.003 -.015 .023* .012
Percent blue collar -.037* -.031* -.037* -.031* -.040* -.035* -.022 -.017 -.002 -.001
Male -.028 -.023 -.034* -.021 -.054
Married couple -.021 .020 .130* .212* .290*
Number siblings .139* .079* .129* .165* .209*
Family income† .003* .004* .003* .002* .002*
Rent home -.454* -.361* -.351* -.196* -.238*
Number rooms/house .061* .066* .076* .076* .039*
Number units/structure .111* .057* .044* .026* .029
High school .312* .342* .132* -.084 -.509*
Some college .377* .543* .431* .213* -.357*
College .388* .705* .686* .548* .058
Semi-skilled -.095* -.036 .004 -.007 -.024
White collar .116* .167* .242* .191* .131*
Professional .174* .277* .361* .362* .380*
Constant -2.92* -2.39* -3.84* -2.27* -3.73* -5.45* -1.77* -3.31* -5.12* -1.71* -2.67* -4.29* -1.60* -2.66* -3.38*
Log likelihood† -56.5 -56.4 -54.7 -246.3 -246.3 -238.0 -187.9 -187.8 -179.4 -243.6 -243.5 -231.9 -50.0 -50.0 -47.4
chi2 8 287 3,503 194 401 16,286 234 607 16,540 404 695 22,657 292 437 5,271
rho .250 .156 .149 .200 .161 .164 .161 .112 .120 .094 .072 .077 .084 .069 .071
sigma_u 1.047 .780 .758 .907 .794 .802 .796 .645 .670 .584 .506 .522 .549 .495 .502

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Random-intercept logistic coefficients.
†In thousands of dollars.
*p < .001



Table 3.6    Fully Standardized Logistic-Regression Coefficients, Dissimilarity

Ages Six to Eleven Ages Twelve to Seventeen

1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010

Percent black .080 .152‡ .112 .128‡ .118‡ .106 .161‡ .125 .118‡ .097‡

Black-white dissimilarity .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .038 .061 .060 .048 .021
Percent white .031 .047 .034 .044 .035 .025 .017 .024 .040 .033
Percent poor .084 .013 .044 .013 .006 .081 .053 .065 .052 .031
Median family income .134‡ .123 .147‡ .059 .041 .150‡ .144 .174‡ .079 .012
Percent college degree .107 .099 .116 .056 .065 .119 .093 .114 .037 .052
Percent blue collar .053 .057 .056 .019 .037 .058 .059 .055 .025 .002
Male .005 .005 .009 .010 .008 .004 .004 .005 .004 .010
Married couple .002 .011 .024 .045 .059 .002 .002 .016 .030 .043
Number siblings .073 .030 .047 .061 .103 .066 .032 .047 .065 .089
Family income† .030 .046 .042 .041 .048 .042 .057 .054 .050 .052
Rent home .070 .048 .049 .051 .044 .050 .042 .044 .026 .031
Number rooms in house .019 .024 .026 .034 .029 .025 .032 .038 .043 .036
Number units in structure .038 .027 .027 .027 .023 .034 .022 .015 .010 .010
High school .060 .057 .019 .045 .111 .043 .054 .019 .014 .079
Some college .049 .090 .075 .023 .081 .038 .071 .064 .033 .057
College .045 .105 .107 .081 .023 .041 .096 .100 .090 .011
Semi-skilled .012 .005 .007 .009 .012 .010 .005 .000 .001 .004
White collar .016 .025 .029 .028 .027 .013 .022 .031 .025 .018
Professional .019 .034 .046 .059 .061 .020 .038 .050 .057 .065

Source: Authors’ calculations.
‡ Indicates strongest Beta coefficient.
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Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: No control variables; based on original PUMAs.

0

10

20

30

40

50

Ages Six to Eleven

1970
1980
1990
2000
2010

0

10

20

30

40

50

Percent of Black Children in Community

Ages Twelve to Seventeen

Pe
rc

en
t E

nr
ol

le
d

 in
 P

ri
va

te
 S

ch
oo

l
Pe

rc
en

t E
nr

ol
le

d
 in

 P
ri

va
te

 S
ch

oo
l

0 to 15 16 to 30 31 to 45 46 to 60 61 to 75

0 to 15 16 to 30 31 to 45 46 to 60 61 to 75

Figure 3A.1     Private School Enrollments of White Students by Community 
Racial Composition



92    Choosing Homes, Choosing Schools

Source: Authors’ calculations.
Note: Controlling for all covariates.
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such high levels of segregation, let alone sustained them over decades 
(Massey 1990). Despite the Fair Housing Act of 1968, despite the emer-
gence of a substantial black middle class, and despite black progress in 
many professions, the color line remains the primary division in America’s 
neighborhoods. Indeed, at the pace of the decline in black-white segrega-
tion since 1990, it would take 150 years to achieve a low level of segre-
gation (0.30 or less) of blacks from whites. John Logan and Brian Stults 
(2010), in their analysis of racial segregation, concluded that progress had 
come to a standstill.

Other researchers (Cutler, Glaeser, and Vigdor 1999; Glaeser and 
Vigdor 2012; Vigdor 2013) view the changes more positively. In part, 
their more favorable readings are based on examining the segregation of 
blacks from nonblacks, rather than from whites. The nonblack category of 
course includes other minority groups, such as Hispanics and the increas-
ing number of Hispanic immigrants who compete with blacks for the 
same limited stock of affordable housing in the central city and older 
inner-ring suburbs. Blacks are indeed more likely to live near Hispanics; 

Table 4.1    Metropolitan Racial and Ethnic Segregation

Whites from

Index of Dissimilarity

Blacks Hispanics Asians

1990 Census 0.644 0.447 0.421
2000 Census 0.618 0.474 0.441
2005–2009 ACS 0.601 0.480 0.462
2006–2010 ACS 0.606 0.484 0.479
2007–2011 ACS 0.601 0.481 0.480

Blacks from Hispanics Asians
1990 Census 0.561 0.637
2000 Census 0.502 0.593
2005–2009 ACS 0.500 0.606
2006–2010 ACS 0.503 0.613
2007–2011 ACS 0.496 0.610

Hispanics from Asians
1990 Census 0.496
2000 Census 0.497
2005–2009 ACS 0.533
2006–2010 ACS 0.543
2007–2011 ACS 0.543

Source: Author’s compilation of U.S. Census Summary File 3 data for 1990 and 2000 
and American Community Survey data for 2005–2009, 2006–2010, and 2007–2011 (U.S. 
Census Bureau 1991, 2002, 2010, 2011, 2012).
Note: Figures are weighted averages of 384 metropolitan areas.
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Table 4.2    Highly Segregated Metropolitan Areas

Metropolitan Area

White-Black Index of 
Dissimilarity

Black 
Population, 
2007–20111990 2000 2007–2011

Milwaukee-Waukesha-West Allis, 
WI

0.835 0.843 0.819 249,887

Detroit-Livonia-Dearborn, MI 0.856 0.866 0.817 740,857
New York-White Plains-Wayne, 
NY-NJ

0.825 0.823 0.804 2,364,475

Newark-Union, NJ-PA 0.838 0.823 0.801 440,515
Chicago-Joliet-Naperville, IL 0.848 0.818 0.782 1,415,515
Philadelphia, PA 0.820 0.786 0.764 860,496
Cleveland-Elyria-Mentor, OH 0.833 0.792 0.757 404,029
Buffalo-Niagara Falls, NY 0.811 0.795 0.745 131,499
St. Louis, MO-IL 0.783 0.756 0.736 497,784
Nassau-Suffolk, NY 0.776 0.758 0.733 248,433
Boston-Quincy, MA 0.754 0.743 0.729 228,959
Miami-Miami Beach-Kendall, FL 0.721 0.723 0.721 455,001
Cincinnati-Middletown, OH-KY-IN 0.771 0.747 0.708 244,990
Los Angeles-Long Beach-Glendale, 
CA

0.717 0.698 0.687 819,952

Pittsburgh, PA 0.720 0.700 0.685 183,035
Birmingham-Hoover, AL 0.716 0.700 0.674 308,524
Indianapolis-Carmel, IN 0.758 0.735 0.674 248,895
Rochester, NY 0.693 0.708 0.670 115,744
Hartford-West Hartford-East 
Hartford, CT

0.716 0.686 0.667 119,084

Baltimore-Towson, MD 0.718 0.690 0.664 745,935
Washington-Arlington-Alexandria, 
DC-VA-MD-WV

0.685 0.670 0.658 1,215,383

Denver-Aurora-Broomfield, CO 0.652 0.650 0.651 135,881
New Orleans-Metairie-Kenner, LA 0.684 0.697 0.646 374,587
Memphis, TN-MS-AR 0.659 0.664 0.638 575,969
Columbus, OH 0.690 0.653 0.636 258,884
Kansas City, MO-KS 0.739 0.719 0.630 243,524
Warren-Troy-Farmington Hills, MI 0.780 0.711 0.622 225,201
Houston-Sugar Land-Baytown, TX 0.649 0.660 0.621 980,255
Oakland-Fremont-Hayward, CA 0.649 0.645 0.608 274,065
San Francisco-San Mateo-Redwood 
City, CA

0.600 0.643 0.605 72,705

Providence-New Bedford-Fall River, 
RI-MA

0.635 0.591 0.605 77,202

Source: Author’s compilation based on U.S. Census Summary File 3 data for 1990 and 
2000 and American Community Survey data for 2007–2011 (U.S. Census Bureau 1991, 
2002, 2012).
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(Abramson, Tobin, and VanderGoot 1995; Abramson and Tobin 1994). 
The interpretation of the measure is analogous to the racial case; the index 
of dissimilarity of the poor from the nonpoor expresses the proportion of 
the poor that would have to move to achieve an even distribution of the 
poor across neighborhoods.

Table 4.3 shows economic segregation overall and within racial and eth-
nic groups. Economic segregation in the population overall has changed 
little since 1990. If anything, it has declined slightly, from 0.367 in 1990 to 
0.354 in the 2007 to 2011 period, but that conceals increases in economic 
segregation within racial groups. The absolute level of poor-nonpoor seg-
regation is quite a bit lower than the black-white segregation figure, but 
these figures cannot be compared directly. In part, the lower levels stem 
from the fact that income is continuous, so that someone just above the 
poverty line is hardly distinguishable from someone just below it. In con-
trast, race and ethnicity are categorical measures and reflect sharper and 
more visible distinctions between groups. Moreover, individual incomes 
fluctuate over time and so a person might be poor in one period and not 

Source: Author’s compilation of American Community Survey 2007 to 2011 data (U.S. Census 
Bureau 2012). 
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poor the next. For these reasons, the numerical values for the index of 
dissimilarity between the poor and nonpoor are not directly comparable 
to values for segregation of one racial group from another.

In contrast to the overall figures, a trend toward increasing poor- 
nonpoor segregation within racial and ethnic groups is evident. Economic 
segregation among whites increased from 0.310 in 1990 to 0.336 in the 
most recent data; among blacks, it increased more substantially, from 
0.373 in 1990 to 0.432; and among Asians, who have the highest level of 
segregation of the poor from the nonpoor, it increased from 0.612 to 0.639. 
Hispanics were the only group to show a decrease in sorting based on 
poverty status, from 0.46 to 0.43. The increase in economic segregation 
within racial groups continues the trend from earlier decades. Using a dif-
ferent measure of economic segregation, Paul Jargowsky (1996) reported 
that economic segregation increased 24 percent for non-Hispanic whites, 
41 percent for blacks, and 27 percent for Hispanics between 1970 and 1990. 
Sean Reardon and Kendra Bischoff (2011), also using a different mea-
sure, reported a 72 percent increase in economic segregation for blacks 
between 1970 and 2000, and a 26 percent increase for whites.4 Apparently, 
the increase in economic segregation within the white and black popula-
tions was somewhat offset by the decrease in racial segregation between 
whites and blacks, resulting in the slight decline in economic segrega-
tion overall. This raises the issue of how racial and economic segregation 
interact, which is discussed later in the chapter.

To the extent that many of the poor may live in neighborhoods with 
others who are just above the poverty line and with few people who are 
truly affluent, the index of dissimilarity of the poor from the nonpoor 
may underestimate the full extent of economic segregation. To drill down 
deeper, I use data from the 2005–2009 ACS to explore the segregation 
of households by household income level. Households are divided into 
four groups based on total household income: less than $25,000; $25,000 
to $49,999; $50,000 to $99,999; and more than $100,000. The boundaries 
between these categories are approximately the poverty line, twice the 

Table 4.3    Economic Segregation, Overall and Within Race/Ethnic Groups

Year Total White Black Hispanic Asian

1990 census 0.367 0.310 0.373 0.456 0.612
2000 census 0.350 0.302 0.363 0.373 0.556
2005–2009 ACS 0.352 0.330 0.430 0.424 0.622
2006–2010 ACS 0.357 0.339 0.440 0.437 0.645
2007–2011 ACS 0.354 0.336 0.432 0.429 0.639

Source: Author’s compilation of U.S. Census Summary File 3 data for 1990 and 2000 and 
American Community Survey data for 2005–2009, 2006–2010, and 2007–2011 (U.S. Census 
Bureau 1991, 2002, 2010, 2011, 2012).
Note: Figures are weighted averages of 384 metropolitan areas.
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poverty line, and four times the poverty line, respectively, for a family 
of four. These groups contain 20.7 million, 34.2 million, 34.9 million, and 
18.3 million households respectively, for a total of 108 million households. 
Thus, the low-income and the affluent groups here are roughly the bot-
tom and the top quintiles of the household income distribution. For ease 
of presentation, I refer to the first group as poor households, though it 
should be understood that they may or may not officially be poor accord-
ing to the federal poverty standard, depending on the size and composi-
tion of the household.5 Similarly, I refer to the second group as working 
class, the third group as middle class, and the last group as affluent.6

As shown in table 4.4, the average segregation level across 384 U.S. 
metropolitan areas increases the further removed two groups are in the 

Table 4.4     Segregation of Households by Income Level, U.S. Metropolitan 
Areas, 2005 to 2009*

Within-Group Dissimilarity Segregation from 
Affluent WhitesWorking Middle Affluent

All groups
Poor 0.20 0.32 0.46 0.50
Working class 0.19 0.35 0.40
Middle class 0.23 0.28
Affluent 0.09

Non-Hispanic white
Poor 0.21 0.29 0.41 0.41
Working class 0.18 0.32 0.32
Middle class 0.22 0.22
Affluent 0.00

Black
Poor 0.39 0.50 0.65 0.79
Working class 0.39 0.57 0.73
Middle class 0.49 0.68
Affluent 0.67

Hispanic
Poor 0.44 0.52 0.67 0.73
Working class 0.42 0.61 0.66
Middle class 0.55 0.58
Affluent 0.57

Asian
Poor 0.61 0.66 0.72 0.76
Working class 0.54 0.63 0.65
Middle class 0.53 0.57
Affluent 0.57

Source: Author’s compilation based on American Community Survey 2005–2009 data 
(U.S. Census Bureau 2010).
*Weighted by total households. See text for description of income brackets.
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drawn by urban amenities. Families with children, regardless of race, seek 
higher quality schools and safe environments, are less likely than childless 
families to locate in neighborhoods with higher poverty rates. As a result, 
whites who have children are less likely to be urban pioneers in integrated 
urban neighborhoods (Ellen, Horn, and O’Regan 2013).

As a natural consequence of this life-cycle selection, school-age children 
will be more segregated than persons overall, both racially and economi-
cally. The data bear this out. Figure 4.2 shows the segregation of children 
enrolled in different levels of education: kindergarten and pre-K, elemen-
tary school (grades 1 through 8), and high school (grades 9 through 12), 

Source: Author’s compilation of American Community Survey 2007 to 2011 data (U.S. Census 
Bureau 2012). 
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Table 4.5     Economic Segregation, Actual and Due to Race Segregation,  
2007 to 2011

Metropolitan Area

Poor-Nonpoor
Index of Dissimilarity

Population Actual Simulated %

New York-White Plains-Wayne, 
NY-NJ

11,322,061 0.375 0.149 39.7

Los Angeles-Long Beach-Glendale, 
CA

9,633,080 0.341 0.119 34.8

Chicago-Joliet-Naperville, IL 7,738,150 0.390 0.224 57.3
Houston-Sugar Land-Baytown, TX 5,758,463 0.363 0.152 42.0
Atlanta-Sandy Springs-Marietta, GA 5,125,448 0.333 0.147 44.0
Washington-Arlington-Alexandria, 
DC-VA-MD-WV

4,224,244 0.395 0.143 36.2

Dallas-Plano-Irving, TX 4,118,691 0.394 0.170 43.1
Riverside-San Bernardino-Ontario, 
CA

4,096,898 0.336 0.076 22.7

Phoenix-Mesa-Glendale, AZ 4,073,886 0.395 0.149 37.6
Philadelphia, PA 3,881,558 0.467 0.257 54.9
Minneapolis-St. Paul-Bloomington, 
MN-WI

3,205,108 0.391 0.159 40.7

San Diego-Carlsbad-San Marcos, CA 2,977,884 0.337 0.098 29.0
Santa Ana-Anaheim-Irvine, CA 2,952,214 0.324 0.128 39.5
Nassau-Suffolk, NY 2,773,928 0.332 0.139 41.8
St. Louis, MO-IL 2,768,371 0.371 0.195 52.7
Tampa-St. Petersburg-Clearwater, FL 2,727,371 0.318 0.100 31.5
Baltimore-Towson, MD 2,629,552 0.410 0.183 44.5
Seattle-Bellevue-Everett, WA 2,574,594 0.329 0.088 26.7
Oakland-Fremont-Hayward, CA 2,497,328 0.371 0.112 30.3
Denver-Aurora-Broomfield, CO 2,478,370 0.397 0.161 40.6
Warren-Troy-Farmington Hills, MI 2,454,209 0.336 0.081 24.0
Miami-Miami Beach-Kendall, FL 2,421,799 0.303 0.076 25.1
Pittsburgh, PA 2,299,910 0.353 0.119 33.7
Edison-New Brunswick, NJ 2,286,646 0.394 0.095 24.1
Portland-Vancouver-Hillsboro, 
OR-WA

2,170,298 0.296 0.070 23.7

Newark-Union, NJ-PA 2,098,931 0.438 0.259 59.3
Sacramento—Arden-Arcade—
Roseville, CA

2,091,774 0.339 0.095 28.1

Orlando-Kissimmee-Sanford, FL 2,081,971 0.267 0.096 36.0
Cincinnati-Middletown, OH-KY-IN 2,074,782 0.395 0.152 38.5
Fort Worth-Arlington, TX 2,070,892 0.371 0.142 38.4
San Antonio-New Braunfels, TX 2,058,946 0.349 0.105 30.0
Cleveland-Elyria-Mentor, OH 2,040,595 0.435 0.242 55.5

Source: Author’s decomposition based on American Community Survey 2007–2011 data  
(U.S. Census Bureau 2012).
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from 23 to 59 percent. It is not surprising that the contribution of racial 
segregation to economic segregation is highest in metropolitan areas with 
large black populations and high levels of black-white residential seg-
regation. Although racial segregation clearly plays a role in generating 
economic segregation, the bulk of economic segregation—close to two-
thirds, on average—is independent of racial sorting.

Figure 4.3 graphically depicts the decomposition of economic segre-
gation into the part due to sorting by race and the part to sorting within 
race for the twenty largest metropolitan areas sorted by overall level of 
economic segregation. Interestingly, the portion due to sorting within 
race—depicted on the left—is relatively constant across these large 
metro politan areas, reflecting that all racial groups show some degree 
of internal economic segregation. Some metropolitan areas, however, 
have a substantially higher contribution that stems from sorting by 
race—depicted on the right. Figure 4.4 shows a very strong positive 

Source: Author’s decomposition based on American Community Survey 2007 to 2011 data 
(U.S. Census Bureau 2012).  See text for details of decomposition. 
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correlation (r = 0.65, p < 0.000) between the overall economic segrega-
tion (poor versus nonpoor, all races) and black-white segregation for the 
100 metropolitan areas with the highest percentage black.

Racial Segregation Due to Economic Segregation

Economic segregation may also contribute to racial segregation. To exam-
ine this possibility, I turn the previous simulation on its head. I eliminate 
race segregation within the poor and nonpoor populations, and then 
calculate how much racial segregation is generated just by the uneven 
distribution of the poor and nonpoor across neighborhoods. To do this, I 
first calculate the racial composition of the poor and nonpoor within each 
metropolitan area. These shares are applied to poor and nonpoor persons 
in each tract. The metropolitan number of poor and nonpoor persons as 
well as the total population in each tract is preserved. By construction, in 
this simulation the segregation by race within the poor population and 
within the nonpoor population is exactly zero. It follows that if all tracts 
had the same poverty rate, they would also have equal percentages of 
each racial group and therefore no racial segregation. However, a tract 

Source: Author’s compilation based on American Community Survey 2007 to 2011 data (U.S. 
Census Bureau 2012).  
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with a higher poverty rate will have a disproportionate share of racial 
groups overrepresented in the poor population. Thus, any segregation by 
race in this simulation is induced by unevenness in the distribution of the 
poor and nonpoor populations—in other words, economic segregation. I 
then calculate the level of racial segregation using this simulated popula-
tion, which gives the amount of racial segregation that is associated with 
poor-nonpoor segregation, and compare the results with actual levels of 
racial segregation calculated in the normal way. The difference between 
the two stems from the segregation by race within the poor and nonpoor 
populations. In effect, the second simulation decomposes racial segrega-
tion into a part attributable to sorting by poverty status and a part due to 
sorting by race within poverty status.

Table 4.6 shows the results for metropolitan areas in the 2007 to 2011 
period. Panel A shows the average actual index of dissimilarity of each 
racial and ethnic group with respect to the others. Panel B shows the racial 
segregation induced by poor-nonpoor segregation based on the simulated 
data. Panel C shows the proportion of racial segregation associated with 
economic segregation of the poor from the nonpoor: panel B divided by 
panel A. The results are striking. Virtually all racial segregation disappears 
in the simulation. The level of black-white segregation due to the residen-
tial sorting of poor and nonpoor persons is only 0.059, whereas the actual 
figure is 0.601. At the metropolitan level, therefore, less than 10 percent of 

T6

Table 4.6     Racial Segregation, Actual and Due to Economic Segregation, 
2007 to 2011

Black Hispanic Asian

Panel A. Actual Racial-ethnic Segregation
  White 0.601 0.481 0.480
  Black 0.496 0.610
  Hispanic 0.543

Panel B. Due to Economic Segregation
  White 0.059 0.054 0.016
  Black 0.018 0.046
  Hispanic 0.041

Panel C. Proportion Due to Economic Segregation
  White 9.8% 11.2% 3.3%
  Black 3.6% 7.5%
  Hispanic 7.6%
N 384 384 384

Source: Author’s decomposition based on American Community Survey 2007–2011 data 
(U.S. Census Bureau 2012).
See text for description of the decomposition.
Average of 384 metropolitan areas, weighted by population.
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the measured level of black-white racial segregation comes from economic 
segregation. Only 11.2 percent of Hispanic-white segregation is contributed 
by economic segregation. Less than 4 percent of the index of dissimilarity 
between blacks and Hispanics is due to economic segregation. In part, this 
reflects that both groups have elevated poverty rates. The contribution of 
economic segregation to the racial segregation of Asians is less than 8 per-
cent in all comparisons. In contrast to economic segregation, only a small 
fraction of sorting by race is a by-product of sorting by income.

Sorting on poverty status is associated with more than one-fifth of the 
total segregation between blacks and whites in only twenty-five metro-
politan areas. These are listed in table 4.7. However, these metropolitan 

Table 4.7     Metropolitan Areas in Which Economic Segregation Contributes 
More than One-Fifth of Racial Segregation, 2007 to 2011

Population B/W Dissimilarity

Total White Black Actual Simulated %

Mankato-North Mankato, 
MN

90,492 82,934 1,941 0.431 0.179 41.6

Lewiston-Auburn, ME 104,390 96,855 1,624 0.605 0.204 33.7
Dubuque, IA 89,509 83,781 1,166 0.588 0.160 27.3
Lincoln, NE 284,417 244,026 8,935 0.464 0.119 25.7
Missoula, MT 107,005 97,619 454 0.561 0.143 25.5
Rockford, IL 343,653 252,290 36,619 0.597 0.149 24.9
Laredo, TX 242,438 8,438 879 0.762 0.188 24.6
Iowa City, IA 142,134 120,869 5,357 0.459 0.111 24.3
Lima, OH 101,989 84,525 11,706 0.552 0.134 24.2
Longview, WA 100,472 86,395 426 0.634 0.153 24.1
Danville, IL 79,992 64,793 10,049 0.692 0.164 23.7
Ithaca, NY 87,562 71,067 3,266 0.459 0.105 22.8
St. Cloud, MN 178,821 164,345 4,601 0.646 0.143 22.2
Janesville, WI 156,689 133,497 7,291 0.599 0.132 22.0
Fargo, ND-MN 196,793 179,058 3,615 0.446 0.096 21.5
Bloomington, IN 174,717 157,554 3,838 0.521 0.112 21.4
Altoona, PA 123,433 118,406 2,008 0.482 0.102 21.2
Madison, WI 547,464 461,855 22,958 0.556 0.117 21.1
Green Bay, WI 296,518 257,291 4,353 0.574 0.121 21.0
Fond du Lac, WI 97,959 90,646 660 0.451 0.094 20.8
Bloomington-Normal, IL 158,362 130,535 11,146 0.443 0.091 20.5
La Crosse, WI-MN 127,369 117,353 1,748 0.524 0.107 20.4
Spokane, WA 452,546 394,910 7,082 0.489 0.098 20.1
Appleton, WI 220,746 200,102 1,587 0.592 0.119 20.1
Corvallis, OR 79,717 67,033 867 0.571 0.114 20.0

Source: Author’s decomposition based on American Community Survey 2007–2011 data 
(U.S. Census Bureau 2012).
See text for description of the decomposition.



Table 4.8    Black-White Segregation, Actual and Simulated, 2007 to 2011

Population B-W Dissimilarity

Total White Black Actual Simulated %

New York-White Plains-Wayne, NY-NJ 11,322,061 4,472,631 2,364,475 0.804 0.044 5.5
Los Angeles-Long Beach-Glendale, CA 9,633,080 2,695,527 819,952 0.687 0.041 6.0
Chicago-Joliet-Naperville, IL 7,738,150 4,102,356 1,415,515 0.782 0.080 10.3
Houston-Sugar Land-Baytown, TX 5,758,463 2,323,948 980,255 0.621 0.055 8.9
Atlanta-Sandy Springs-Marietta, GA 5,125,448 2,642,502 1,639,155 0.596 0.039 6.6
Washington-Arlington-Alexandria, DC-VA-
MD-WV

4,224,244 1,989,060 1,215,383 0.658 0.033 5.0

Dallas-Plano-Irving, TX 4,118,691 1,968,400 648,215 0.583 0.062 10.6
Riverside-San Bernardino-Ontario, CA 4,096,898 1,525,677 298,311 0.469 0.037 7.9
Phoenix-Mesa-Glendale, AZ 4,073,886 2,418,343 192,769 0.496 0.057 11.5
Philadelphia, PA 3,881,558 2,485,327 860,496 0.764 0.096 12.6
Minneapolis-St. Paul-Bloomington, MN-WI 3,205,108 2,536,712 228,203 0.566 0.107 18.9
San Diego-Carlsbad-San Marcos, CA 2,977,884 1,458,898 145,661 0.558 0.033 5.9
Santa Ana-Anaheim-Irvine, CA 2,952,214 1,323,436 48,079 0.492 0.018 3.7
Nassau-Suffolk, NY 2,773,928 1,930,726 248,433 0.733 0.023 3.1
St. Louis, MO-IL 2,768,371 2,096,170 497,784 0.736 0.071 9.7
Tampa-St. Petersburg-Clearwater, FL 2,727,371 1,858,865 316,956 0.585 0.048 8.2



Baltimore-Towson, MD 2,629,552 1,595,924 745,935 0.664 0.052 7.9
Seattle-Bellevue-Everett, WA 2,574,594 1,755,548 128,735 0.549 0.062 11.3
Oakland-Fremont-Hayward, CA 2,497,328 1,007,925 274,065 0.608 0.051 8.4
Denver-Aurora-Broomfield, CO 2,478,370 1,643,347 135,881 0.651 0.075 11.5
Warren-Troy-Farmington Hills, MI 2,454,209 2,010,471 225,201 0.622 0.041 6.5
Miami-Miami Beach-Kendall, FL 2,421,799 375,176 455,001 0.721 0.052 7.3
Pittsburgh, PA 2,299,910 2,012,611 183,035 0.685 0.080 11.7
Edison-New Brunswick, NJ 2,286,646 1,564,581 157,698 0.577 0.030 5.2
Portland-Vancouver-Hillsboro, OR-WA 2,170,298 1,668,068 60,600 0.530 0.060 11.2
Newark-Union, NJ-PA 2,098,931 1,156,121 440,515 0.801 0.066 8.2
Sacramento—Arden-Arcade—Roseville, CA 2,091,774 1,181,828 146,792 0.575 0.054 9.4
Orlando-Kissimmee-Sanford, FL 2,081,971 1,120,021 323,794 0.522 0.035 6.6
Cincinnati-Middletown, OH-KY-IN 2,074,782 1,702,480 244,990 0.708 0.083 11.8
Fort Worth-Arlington, TX 2,070,892 1,177,206 260,944 0.589 0.055 9.3
San Antonio-New Braunfels, TX 2,058,946 748,234 128,600 0.530 0.050 9.5
Cleveland-Elyria-Mentor, OH 2,040,595 1,472,811 404,029 0.757 0.103 13.6

Source: Author’s decomposition based on American Community Survey 2007–2011 data (U.S. Census Bureau 2012).
See text for description of the decomposition.
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poverty groups has risen for all racial and ethnic groups, it has grown 
fastest among non-Hispanic whites; the count of whites in high-poverty 
areas more than doubled between 2000 and the most recent data. In com-
parison, the black and Hispanic population of those areas increased 39 
and 51 percent, respectively. As a result, whites now make up more than 
26 percent of the population of high-poverty tracts, versus 20 percent in 
2000. The black population share has declined from 42 percent in 2000 to 
37 percent in the 2007 to 2011 period. The Hispanic share has remained 
constant at approximately 30 percent.

Although the number of high-poverty neighborhoods has risen, it is 
also true that the number of poor persons has risen overall, both due to 
population growth and the general rise in the poverty rate since 2000. To 
ask whether poverty is more concentrated, we must examine the percent-
age of the poor living in high-poverty areas. In the average metropolitan 
area, this figure rose from 11.6 percent to 14.1 percent between 2000 and 
the 2007 to 2011 period, although the concentration of poverty is still 
lower than in 1990, when it was 16.8 percent. As shown in figure 4.5, it 

Table 4.9    Population, High-Poverty Neighborhoods

Census American Community Survey

1990 2000 2005–2009 2006–2010 2007–2011

Population
 Total 9,592,333 7,198,892 9,506,534 10,309,844 11,224,438
  White 2,632,075 1,439,889 2,551,695 2,713,180 2,932,517
  Black 4,799,550 3,010,537 3,777,386 3,929,074 4,195,031
  Hispanic 2,213,080 2,236,604 2,625,736 3,043,195 3,386,471
  Asian 227,226 249,460 275,955 327,096 360,719

Demographic  
 composition
 Total 364.4% 500.0% 372.6% 380.0% 382.8%
  White 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
  Black 182.3% 209.1% 148.0% 144.8% 143.1%
  Hispanic 84.1% 155.3% 102.9% 112.2% 115.5%
  Asian 8.6% 17.3% 10.8% 12.1% 12.3%

Change over time 1990 to 2000 2000 to 2007–2011
 Total –25.0% 55.9%
  White –45.3% 103.7%
  Black –37.3% 39.3%
  Hispanic 1.1% 51.4%
  Asian 9.8% 44.6%

Source: Author’s compilation of U.S. Census Summary File 3 data for 1990 and 2000 and 
American Community Survey data for 2005–2009, 2006–2010, and 2007–2011 (U.S. Census 
Bureau 1991, 2002, 2010, 2011, 2012).
Note: Residents of census tracts with poverty rates of 40 percent or more, all U.S. census 
tracts.
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rose for all groups, though the increase was fastest for whites—from 5.1 
to 8.0. Despite the recent increase in whites living in high-poverty areas, 
concentration of poverty still affects minority groups differently. As  
shown in figure 4.5, the black poor are nearly three times more likely 
than the white poor to live in high-poverty neighborhoods, 23.4 percent 
versus 8.0 percent. The Hispanic poor are nearly twice as likely as the 
white poor to do so.

A number of metropolitan areas have much higher levels of concen-
trated poverty than the average figures reported earlier. Table 4.10 shows 
the ten metropolitan areas with the highest levels of concentrated pov-
erty for blacks and Hispanics, respectively. For blacks, the list is domi-
nated by metropolitan areas in the Midwest, such as Detroit, where  
47 percent of the black poor live in high-poverty neighborhoods, followed 
by Milwaukee (46 percent), Gary (43 percent), and so on. A few southern 
metropolitan areas score high as well, such as Tallahassee (39 percent), 
Mobile (37 percent), and Memphis (36 percent).

Not surprisingly, southwestern and western metropolitan areas rank 
the highest in Hispanic concentration of poverty, exemplified by Laredo, 
Texas, where 55 percent of the Hispanic poor live in census tracts with pov-
erty levels of 40 percent or more. One notable exception is Philadelphia, 
ranking third, where 50 percent of the Hispanic poor live in high-poverty 
neighborhoods. In these metropolitan areas, the children of poor minori-

Source: Author’s compilation of U.S. Census 2000 Summary File 3 data and American 
Community Survey 2007–2011 data (U.S. Census Bureau 2002, 2012). 
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ties are likely to live in neighborhoods where schools are beset by a host 
of problems, including a high degree of student mobility, drug use and 
violence, low expectations, and high dropout rates.

These results show that concentration of poverty is still a major 
impediment to equality of opportunity. Although the white poor are 
increasingly found in high-poverty neighborhoods, African Americans 
and Hispanics still make up the majority of high-poverty neighborhood 
residents. Low-income persons of all major racial and ethnic groups 

Table 4.10     Metropolitan Areas, Highest Concentration of Poverty,  
2007 to 2011

Total

Poor

All Census 
Tracts

High-Poverty 
Census Tracts %

Black*
 Detroit-Livonia-Dearborn 740,857 255,604 119,241 46.7
  Milwaukee-Waukesha- 

 West Allis
249,887 90,790 41,651 45.9

 Gary 128,695 40,938 17,718 43.3
 Dayton 118,593 36,692 15,310 41.7
 Louisville/Jefferson County 167,549 52,876 21,908 41.4
 Cleveland-Elyria-Mentor 404,029 130,052 52,298 40.2
 Rochester 115,744 39,323 15,601 39.7
 Tallahassee 109,516 36,020 14,072 39.1
 Mobile 139,119 43,854 16,309 37.2
 Memphis 575,969 169,947 60,302 35.5
Hispanic**
 Laredo 231,791 72,530 39,647 54.7
 McAllen-Edinburg-Mission 679,813 256,592 133,191 51.9
 Philadelphia 279,249 88,077 43,686 49.6
 Brownsville-Harlingen 347,338 132,341 64,363 48.6
 Las Cruces 131,715 42,124 16,005 38.0
 Camden 108,685 24,129 8,748 36.3
 Fresno 450,052 137,048 46,013 33.6
 Visalia-Porterville 257,929 79,081 26,371 33.3
 El Paso 637,099 178,773 52,555 29.4
  Milwaukee-Waukesha- 

 West Allis
140,301 34,363 10,056 29.3

 Bakersfield-Delano 385,415 108,451 31,434 29.0
  Hartford-West Hartford-East  

 Hartford
141,315 39,665 11,273 28.4

 Tucson 325,318 82,134 19,290 23.5

Source: Author’s compilation based on American Community Survey 2007–2011 data 
(U.S. Census Bureau 2012).
*Metropolitan areas with at least 100,000 blacks.
**Metropolitan areas with at least 100,000 Hispanics.
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housing and moving affect children’s school attendance. Over these years, 
one hundred African American families participated in our study, a sig
nificant portion doing so in multiple waves. Families were paid $50 for 
participating in the interview, and our response rate was over 80 percent 
for each wave of data collection.

As shown in table 5.1, the parents, who were head (or cohead) of their 
household, were mostly female, and were on average fortytwo years old, 
and had an average of four children per household. These families are 
very disadvantaged: just under 60 percent of the household heads had a 
high school diploma; 38 percent reported income from wages or a salary; 
and 65 percent were receiving food stamps. As a result of our design, 
interviewing families across a range of lowincome neighborhoods, our 
sample also includes families with a variety of housing arrangements, 
some renting in the lowincome private market and others renting with 
housing subsidies including public housing, projectbased assisted hous
ing, and Section 8 (now Housing Choice) vouchers.

The interviews were semistructured, typically taking place in the fam
ily home, and lasted two to five hours each time. Our conversations began 
with a broad invitation to “tell us the story of your life,” and as these stories 
unfolded, we probed with specific questions about the details of residen
tial moves, doubleups with family, and children’s schooling trajectories. 
Stories about family history, employment, neighborhoods, and landlords 
also often garnered additional details about housing and schooling tra
jectories. Through our repeated visits, we were able to build substantial 
trust and rapport, eliciting significant detail about the circumstances of 
family life in general, and residential mobility and school mobility spe
cifically.1 The longitudinal nature of the study allowed us to observe the 
moves families made in real time. We conducted most of our interviews in 
families’ homes; we were able to see new housing units after they moved; 
and we heard about the residential search process from families actively 
moving while we were in Mobile. Some families also called with updates 
about particularly stressful relocations between our visits.

Table 5.1    Demographics

Average age 42
Average number of children 4
Female 89%
High school graduate 57%
Ever owned a home 19%
Receive income from wagessalary 38%
Receive food stamps 65%

Source: Authors’ compilation based on 2009 survey data.
N=84
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Table 5.2    Mobile Neighborhoods

Neighborhood
Census Tract 
Population

Percent 
African 

American

Poverty 
Rate 
(%)

Median 
Household 

Income

R. V. Taylor* 1712 96.09 81.10 6,559
Bessemer* 2471 96.40 60.00 13,444
Plateau 4127 78.68 59.00 15,000
Josephine Allen* 4127 78.68 59.00 15,000
Gulf Village* 1247 97.11 55.90 12,310
Toulminville 2912 98.08 52.30 15,605
Roger Williams* 2912 98.08 52.30 15,605
Oaklawn Homes* 3141 98.12 48.30 16,710
Alabama Village 2933 98.35 45.90 16,363
South Broad Street 6172 87.65 44.80 18,528
Whitley 2560 97.58 42.90 17,323
Maysville 2264 97.48 42.80 25,188
Orange Grove* 1565 96.99 42.25 14,444
Snug Harbor 1756 97.55 42.00 23,162
Martin Luther King 3609 98.62 41.75 20,734
West Prichard 4286 95.29 39.55 24,287
Trinity Gardens 2006 97.56 32.90 21,322
Upper Dauphin Island 
Pkwy

4914 96.78 31.75 22,777

Harlem 1169 93.07 29.70 18,789
South Chickasaw 3246 44.09 27.85 27,072
Morningside 4513 84.40 23.30 34,375
Whistler 2087 67.03 17.20 30,417
Wilson Avenue 2681 11.23 7.80 56,250

Source: Authors’ calculation based on the 2010 census and 2011 5year American Community 
Survey.
*Denotes public housing.

areas, African Americans making up over 90 percent of the population in 
the majority of these neighborhoods. These areas are also very poor. The 
Census Bureau defines poverty areas as census tracts with poverty rates 
over 20 percent (Bishaw 2011); strikingly, a third of the neighborhoods 
our families live in have poverty rates of over 50 percent, and over half 
have a poverty rate over 40 percent. The median household income is also 
low, below $20,000 per household in many of these neighborhoods. This 
is much lower than the median household income for the city of Mobile, 
$38,240, and for Mobile County, $42,187.

Similar patterns of segregation and poverty are also reflected in the 
Mobile County public school system as observed in table 5.3, which pro
vides demographic information on Mobile County middle schools.2 The 
schools marked with an asterisk are those regularly attended by most 
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of the children in our sample. These schools are more than 90 percent 
African American and extremely poor, with more than 90 percent of stu
dents receiving free and reduced price lunch.3 The demographics are 
similar for elementary schools but, due to the wider geographic catch
ment areas of the high school zones, some of the high schools have lower 
poverty rates, although the rate for most still remains over 75 percent.4 
The schools children in the sample do not attend, typically because  
neither they nor their family members live in the residential catchment 
area, have much smaller populations of African American and poor stu
dents. Hence, the schools children in our sample can access through their 
residential moves provide extremely limited variation in their racial and 
class composition. Residential churning through poor and segregated 
neighborhoods leads to similar patterns of attendance and mobility through 
poor and highly segregated schools.

These patterns of segregation by race and class also largely map on 
to differences in academic performance. Table 5.3 reports the Stanford 

Table 5.3    Middle School Descriptives

School

Percent 
African 

American

Percent 
Receiving Free or 
Reduced Lunch

School 
Test Score 
Percentile

Jackson Preparatory Middle 41.10 44.07 89
Prescot Magnet 50.99 60.26 77
Lassiter Middle 11.88 74.75 69
Rollins Middle 28.36 48.86 64
Hawkins Bay Middle 26.90 75.00 56
Gulf Middle 10.85 63.18 53
Beaumont Middle 17.88 79.89 53
Ryder Middle 16.86 64.58 51
Westminster Middle 50.75 72.24 47
Reade Smith Middle* 100 92.52 45
Frederick Douglass Training 38.55 65.92 43
Azalea Middle* 100 95.35 39
Martinswood 88.89 88.89 39
Fallsway Middle* 97.50 98.50 37
Tanner Williams Middle 85.28 90.97 37
Grelot Middle* 91.80 98.36 35
Shelton Middle* 96.67 97.33 34
McVay Training* 100 100 28
Hamilton Middle 92.19 92.19 26

Source: Authors’ calculation based on data from the Alabama State Department of Education.
Notes: Seventh grade math, 2010–2011. Sorted by overall percentile score, which is the relative 
standing of the school compared to the nation (national average is 50). All school names in 
the table have been changed.
*Denotes schools that are frequently attended by children in our sample.
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eighteen years, and excitedly moved her family out of the projects and 
into a private rental market home in the Hillsdale neighborhood. This 
move also led Katrina to change schools to Tanner Williams Middle 
School. Alicia told us “Tanner Williams Middle School, that is not a 
good school to send your children to . . . the reason why I had to send 
them there . . . is because of my transportation . . . since I have moved 
here, my car was put in the shop.” Alicia is very unhappy with Tanner 
Williams Middle, and describes the lack of school discipline saying, 
“they don’t have any rules” compared to Reade Smith Middle, which 
“had rules. I mean, they were firm, Reade Smith is a very good school.” 
Alicia believes that this school is negatively affecting her daughter’s 
academic performance because “her grades were going down.” This 
change to Tanner Williams demonstrates that the residential move to 
Hillsdale was made in pursuit of neighborhood and housing quality 
factors, as Alicia was able to move her family out of the projects with 
her Section 8 voucher. However, school considerations did not play a 
role in this decision, and ultimately left Alicia unhappy with Katrina’s 
school environment.

Alicia’s story demonstrates both the decoupling of school and resi
dential choices, and the ways in which destabilized housing can desta
bilize schooling. Although Alicia was, in one instance, able to choose 
an outofzone school for Katrina, with subsequent residential moves 
Katrina attended the zoned school, mainly because of Alicia’s transpor
tation constraints. The separation of school considerations from residen
tial moves, in particular during Alicia’s move to Hillsdale, may have 
negative consequences for Katrina’s education because Alicia believes 
the new school environment is leading to Katrina’s poor academic per
formance. Thus, although the separation of residential moves from 
school considerations may ease the difficulty of residential decisions, the 
pattern of decoupling school and residential choices may have some sig
nificant consequences for children. This pattern is also notably different 
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Source: Authors’ compilation.
* A = Heritage Elementary, B = Harmon Elementary, C = Carver Elementary, D = Reade 
Smith Middle, E = Tanner Williams Middle.

Figure 5.1    Katrina’s Residential and School Trajectory
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rooms to reduce sibling conflict, and enough space to play indoors when 
it was unsafe outside (for detailed discussions of these tradeoffs, com
pare Wood 2012; Rosenblatt and DeLuca 2012). Families frequently had 
to move because of unit failure or major household problems, thus it is 
unsurprising that qualities of the unit were important considerations 
when making a residential choice. Once they found a unit that satis
fied some of these desires, they took it almost immediately (some sight 
unseen), for fear that another unit would not be available. However, 
some families, especially those renting with Housing Choice vouchers 
whose homes were required to pass inspections, also described trying to 
fix household issues rather than having to make a residential move that 
was unplanned or would be stressful and difficult (compare DeLuca, 
Garboden, and Rosenblatt 2013).

Exercising Out-of-Zone School Choice

In part, the decoupling of residential choice from school considerations 
is possible because families find ways to send their children to outof
zone schools without moving. Although the majority of the children in 
our sample attend their zoned school, almost 50 percent of our families 
have an instance of outofzone school choice for at least one child. Most 
frequently, when families send children to outofzone schools they do so 
by using the addresses of family or friends; though less common, families 
also use transfer applications, send their children to parochial school (typ
ically in the early elementary school years), or apply for magnet schools, 
as shown in table 5.4. These school decisions are embedded within the 
lives of these families, and choices are made not only on the basis of 
school qualities, but also in response to other family needs. Kin play a 
significant role, both providing information about schools, and often 
serving as childcare providers, with school changes made frequently to 
facilitate this kind of caregiving. These decisions are also made in light 
of severe economic constraints as well as unpredictable work schedules 
and transportation concerns. Families have found ways to navigate their 
residential and school choices given the circumstances they face, but they 
do so by managing these choices separately.

Table 5.4    Methods of Out-of-Zone School Attendance

Method Numbers of Households

Address of family member or friend 19
Transfer 11
Parochialprivate school 10
Magnet school  9

Source: Authors’ calculation.
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Research Methodology
This chapter is based on in-depth, face-to-face interviews with parents 
of young children in the suburbs of a large northeastern city. Figure 6.1 
describes the core study of upper-middle-class, middle-class, and working-
class white and African American native-born parents in forty-six fami-
lies.10 It also describes the family structure arrangements of the families. 
The study focused on three suburban school districts with very different 
characteristics. Within each district, we selected parents of young children.

Qualitative work is emergent; as the study unfolded, we made adjust-
ments to reflect our new knowledge. We initially selected one elementary 
school in each district, sending letters home to kindergarten parents and 
visiting during school events to recruit parents.11 In interviewing these 
parents about how they came to live in their neighborhood, we found that 
many had bought their houses two or three years earlier, and were able to 
offer only vague answers to our central questions. Thus, hoping to improve 
the quality of the description by getting closer to the time of choice, we 
broadened the sample to include families with children in daycare. To 
recruit parents, we visited daycares located near the three focal elemen-
tary schools. Face-to-face meetings and recommendations from daycare  

Source: Author’s and research team’s calculations using U.S. Census Bureau data, 2010. 
Slight adjustments have been made to protect the confidentiality of the research site.

Figure 6.1    School Districts
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league. The interviews from the core sample were then coded by research 
assistants using Atlas.ti. In this process, we sought to look for common 
themes as well as disconfirming evidence for the emerging argument.14

The Institutional and Social Context

Social structures are crucial in shaping the conditions under which 
parents make school and residential choices. The metropolitan area in 
which we did the study has around three million residents. In the city, 
slightly less than one-half of residents are African American, approxi-
mately 40 percent are white (non-Hispanic), and the remainder of resi-
dents are Asian, Hispanic, and of other racial and ethnic groups. By 
contrast, the suburbs are predominantly white, although some of the 
inner-ring, older suburbs have become overwhelmingly minority in 
recent years. In this instance, the sheer number of school districts was 
shaped by structural forces. Unlike many other regions in the coun-
try, such as Los Angeles, this particular region has significant social 

Table 6.1    Sample of Suburban Parents

White
African 

American Interracial Total

Upper-middle-class families
Advanced degree (for example, 
JD, PhD, MD) and highly com-
plex, educationally certified 
(post baccalaureate) skills with 
substantial autonomy (freedom 
from direct supervision) in the 
course of his or her work

11 5 16

Middle-class families
BA and a job that requires rela-
tively complex, educationally 
certified skills (bachelor’s degree 
or above); however, the job 
need not entail high levels of 
autonomy

9 4 2 15

Working-class families
Usually high school grad but may 
include some college; skilled or 
unskilled job; usually with close 
supervision; includes those on 
disability or public assistance

5 9 1 15

Total 25 18 3 46

Source: Author’s compilation.
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diversity in a compact geographic space. As figure 6.2 shows, more than 
a hundred school districts lie within an hour’s drive of the city hall in the 
central city; most are considerably closer. Most of these districts are small, 
for example, one high school, two middle schools, and six elementary 
schools. This structure influenced the array of choices parents faced.

Federal monetary policies and housing policies also were critical in 
influencing key aspects of the housing search. These policies have far-
ranging influences. Housing interest rates were, for example, as high as 
15 percent to 17 percent around 1980.15 Since then, in part due to govern-
ment fiscal policies, interest rates have dropped substantially. Generally 
interest rates were around 5 percent at the time that most of the parents 
purchased their homes, but some were higher or lower. In addition, some 
of the families had bought their houses at the height of the market around 
2006; houses were selling very quickly. Some stayed on the market only 
a few days; they would have full-price offers. In the subsequent hous-
ing collapse, fueled in part by the Great Recession of the fall of 2008, 
real estate slowed, houses stayed on the market longer, and values fell. 
Yet, in this northeastern suburban area, housing did not rise as much 

Figure 6.2    Travel Time from City Hall

Source: Author’s and research team’s calculations using Google Maps, 2012. Slight adjust-
ments have been made to protect the confidentiality of the research site.



Source: Author’s and research team’s calculations using U.S. Census Bureau data, 2006–2010, 
and American Community Survey. Slight adjustments made for confidentiality of research site.

Figure 6.3    Median Home Value

Source: Author’s and research team’s calculations using U.S. Census Bureau data, 2006–2010, 
and American Community Survey. Slight adjustments made for confidentiality of research site.

Figure 6.4    Median Household Income
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ranch-style homes (around two thousand square feet) with neat, trimmed 
small yards in front of the home. There are some row houses. Shopping in 
Gibbons is less developed than in Kingsley. Shops are primarily located in 
strip malls. One such mall near the Gibbon elementary school has a donut 
shop, a dry cleaner, a convenience store, and an insurance company. An 
older downtown area has small shops, chain restaurants, older clothing 
stores, and a few bars.

Warren is a larger school district; it is also more heterogeneous (figures 
6.3 and 6.4). Some areas of the district are suburban, single-family homes 
filled with white, middle-class families. Particularly in the areas of the dis-
trict close to Gibbon, streets are tree-lined with expansive boulevards and 
single-family homes with carefully trimmed yards. A few small shopping 
districts offer diners, insurance shops, and a convenience store. (Realtors 
report that the families in these areas presume that they will send their 
children to private school when they purchase the home.) Other areas of 
the district, however, are more urban looking. For example a trolley car 
passes from the city into the Warren School District. On this thoroughfare, 

Figure 6.5    Percentage Black and Hispanic

Source: Author’s and research team’s calculations using U.S. Census Bureau data, 2012. 
Slight adjustments have been made to protect the confidentiality of the research site.
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numerous small shops line the streets, including corner stores, discount 
retail stores, check cashing entities, and other small shops. One large gro-
cery store is located on the trolley line. The parents who attended the 
public school in Warren were overwhelmingly low income. A number 
were on government assistance; others worked in jobs such as a nurse’s 
aid, waitress, or convenience store clerk. Some parts of Warren are similar 
to Gibbon, but others are very similar to, indeed indistinguishable from, 
poor neighborhoods in the central city.

Figures 6.6 and 6.7 and table 6.3 also provide details on the schools 
in each of the focal districts. Although the median price of a home in the 
Kingsley district is over $450,000, there are (small) homes for sale for 
$250,000 in Kingsley.17 A significant number of apartment units are also 
available. As a result, parents who are less prosperous are able to find hous-
ing in districts with reputations for high-quality schools. Property taxes, 
however, are slightly lower in Kingsley than Gibbons School District (due 
to the benefit of the economic development such as the shopping mall in 
Kingsley). Although the property taxes are around $6,000 annually for a 
house worth $350,000 in Gibbons (and slightly less in Kingsley), they are 
almost 30 percent higher in Warren School District. Moreover, Kingsley was 
widely reported by middle-class parents to be “the best” school district in 
the area. Gibbons did not have this  reputation among most of the middle-
class families in the study, although the test scores at the elementary school 
are very close to the scores in Kingsley. Still, in interviews, realtors reported 
that they were prevented (by law) from discussing details about schools 
with clients. They told parents where they could collect this information, 

Table 6.2    Family Structure Within Sample

White Suburban

African 
American 
Suburban

Interracial 
Suburban

Total

Intact, 
Two 

 Parents
Single 
Parent

Intact, 
Two 

Parents
Single 
Parent

Intact, 
Two 

Parents
Single 
Parent

Upper 
middle 
class

9 2 4 1 16

Middle 
class

7 2 3 2 2 16

Working 
class

4 1 0 8 1 14

Total 23 5 7 11 3 46

Source: Author’s compilation.



Figure 6.6    Per Pupil Expenditure

Source: Author’s and research team’s calculations using http://www.openpagov.org/ 
education_revenue_and_expenses.asp. Figures adjusted slightly to protect confidentiality.

Figure 6.7    SAT Scores in Selected School Districts

Source: Author’s and research team’s calculations using state government data, 2012.
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but insisted that they did not discuss schools with parents. Realtors did, 
however, work in a small geographical area; they could show parents  
a home the parents found on the Internet, but normally they showed homes 
in only a few neighborhoods. Hence, by the time a family has chosen a real-
tor, they have generally chosen a place to live.

Trust What and Who You Know
As parents go about selecting a neighborhood and school district for 
their home, most had a plethora of school data at their disposal. Part of 
the goal of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) was to provide parents with 
detailed information about schools so that parents could make informed 
decisions.18 Federal law requires schools to be assessed as to whether they 
are making adequate yearly progress (AYP). In the state in which the 
research was conducted, school districts are also mandated to annually 
disclose children’s proficiency in reading and math, high school gradua-
tion rates, and data about teachers’ qualifications. All of this information 
is widely available on school district websites, magazines, newspapers, 
and Internet sources. As numerous studies show (Reardon and Bischoff 
2011; Spivak, Bass, and St. John 2011; also chapters 2 and 4, this volume), 
there is significant economic segregation in residential selection. Affluent 
families do not tend to live in the same block as low-income families. As 
we might expect, the middle-class and upper middle-class families in our 
study lived in the Kingsley or Gibbon school districts and the working-
class families generally lived in the Warren school district. As a result, 

Table 6.3    Characteristics of the School District

Elementary 
Schools

Grade 3, 
Percent 

Proficient 
Math

Grade 3, 
Percent 

Proficient 
Reading

Great 
Schools 
Rating

Percent 
Free or 

Reduced 
Lunch

Percent 
Black

Percent 
White

City School 
District

39 37 3 86 99 2

Warren 
School 
District

52 47 2 80 96 4

Gibbons 
School 
District

97 95 9 7 8 90

Kingsley 
School 
District

91 90 9 7 13 70

Source: Author compiled from websites of the school districts, zillow.com, greatschools.org 
(minor adjustments to protect confidentiality of the schools). Data are from 2009 and 2010. 
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referred by previous respondents. Potential participants were required to 
live within the city of Boston, have at least one child at or nearing school age, 
and have at least seriously considered enrolling their children in the Boston 
Public Schools (BPS) system. Each interview took place at a location of the 
respondent’s preference, and was conducted by a member of the study’s 
research team.6 The interviews lasted between sixty and ninety minutes on 
average, and followed a semi-structured format. Questions focused on a 
range of topics, including the participants’ schooling backgrounds, how they 
went about searching for, evaluating, and selecting schools for their children, 
and how their schooling decisions related to their residential decisions.

All of the volunteers were women.7 This was not surprising, given 
that the discussion boards from which subjects were solicited are geared 
toward “moms,” and that women typically bear primary responsibil-
ity for decisions concerning school choice and schooling more generally 
(Andre-Bechely 2005; DeSena 2006; Griffith and Smith 2005). As shown in 
table  7.1, respondents fit the profile of either the middle- or upper-middle-
class.8 All but two participants had completed at least a bachelor’s degree, 

Table 7.1    Sample Characteristics

Marital status
  Married 91%
  Divorced  6%
  Never married  3%

Race-ethnicity
  White 91%
  Black  3%
  Hispanic  3%
  Other  3%

Education (highest degree attained)
  High school diploma  3%
  Associate’s degree  3%
  Bachelor’s degree 13%
  Graduate degree 81%

Employment status
  Employed full-time 62%
  Employed part-time or student 16%
  Not in the labor force 22%

Homeownership status
  Owner 94%
  Renter  6%
  Median income (n = 25) $150,000

Source: Author’s compilation.
Note: N=32



Middle-Class Parents, Risk, and Urban Public Schools     215

and the majority had earned a graduate degree. Family incomes ranged 
from $33,000 to $350,000.9 Among the women who worked, all held pro-
fessional or managerial jobs. Roughly one-quarter of the women were 
currently staying home with their children full time, but nearly all of 
them had been employed in professional positions before leaving the 
paid workforce. With the exception of one Latina, one African American, 
and one Cape Verdean, all respondents were white. All but three were 
currently married.

As table 7.2 indicates, the women in the sample had a combined total 
of fifty-seven children, who ranged in age from three weeks to sixteen 
years (median age = five years). Nineteen of these children were not yet 
enrolled in school (some were cared for at home; others were enrolled in 
day care or preschool programs). The median age of the remaining thirty-
eight children was seven years. Of these, thirty-one were enrolled in BPS, 
six were enrolled in private elementary schools, and one attended a public 
school in a district outside Boston.10 The parents of the nineteen youngest 
children had either already decided to enroll them in BPS (typically in 
the same schools as their older siblings) or were still exploring schooling 
options.

All interviews were recorded with the permission of the respondent 
and transcribed. Each transcript was read multiple times by both mem-
bers of the research team. The analysis involved an iterative process by 
which the research team inductively identified key categories and sub-
categories relating to the general theme of school choice, and then coded 
each transcript accordingly.

Findings

When evaluating their local public schools, respondents weighed a range 
of academic and social factors (for more on this, see Billingham and 

Table 7.2    Age and School Status of Children

All children (n=57)
  Age range <1–15 yrs
  Median age 5 yrs

School-age children (n=38)
  Median age 7 yrs
  Percent enrolled in Boston Public Schools 82%
  Percent enrolled in private elementary school 16%
  Percent enrolled in suburban public school  2%
  Percent in grades K–6 89%
  Percent in grades seven through twelve 11%

Source: Author’s compilation.



Table 7.3    Demographics of Schools Attended by Respondents’ Children

Institution
Number 
Students

Percent 
 African American

Percent 
Asian

Percent 
Hispanic

Percent 
White

Percent 
Other/Multirace

Percent 
Low-Income

BPS—All 57,100 36 9 40 13 2 75

Elementary 
schools

  School #1  99 32.3 1.0 50.5 13.1 3.1 45.5
  School #2 153 19.6 0.7 35.3 31.4 13.2 44.4
  School #3 180 50.0 5.0 33.9 5.0 6.2 81.7
  School #4 248 57.3 1.2 27.0 6.0 8.4 69.8
  School #5 319 36.0 2.2 37.3 20.7 3.4 58.0
  School #6 334 5.1 0.0 73.1 19.2 2.7 72.2
  School #7 351 16.8 2.8 31.9 45.9 2.6 42.7
  School #8 453 37.7 1.3 32.7 25.6 2.6 59.2
  School #9 531 11.7 4.7 24.5 55.9 3.0 49.9
  School #10 822 19.0 2.8 57.8 16.9 2.4 68.5

High schools
  School #1 2,353 10.3 29.2 9.7 47.5 3.2 30.4

Source: Author’s compilation.
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Admission to Neighborhood High was automatic for students residing in 
the attendance area. Each student from the neighborhood’s feeder public 
elementary schools was assigned to Neighborhood High unless another 
school claimed that student in the CPS central database. Hence, if parents 
in the attendance area did not enroll their children elsewhere, they had an 
automatic seat at Neighborhood.

Charter High’s student body was also predominantly African American 
and low income. Charter High had more than double the proportion  
of students as Neighborhood High meeting or exceeding state testing 
standards, but still below 50 percent and below the citywide average. 
Charter High had significantly better attendance, graduation, and college 
attendance rates compared with Neighborhood High and the Chicago 
high school average. Also, a large majority of Charter High students felt 
the school was “safe and respectful.” Hence, Charter High had generally 
better performance outcomes than Neighborhood High, but still struggled 
in the area of standardized test performance. Admission to Charter High, 
as with nearly all charter schools in Chicago, was done solely by random 
lottery. Any child in the city of Chicago was eligible to apply, and no grade 
or test score information was collected. Names were picked randomly 
from among all those who submitted their applications by the December 
deadline. Names were chosen until the freshman class was filled, and 
leftover names were picked to populate a waitlist. Charter High received 
roughly twice as many applications as it had open slots.

The demographic profiles of the two sample populations are presented 
in table 8.1. The Charter High parents we interviewed had higher incomes 
and more education, and were more likely to be employed and more likely 
to be married than Neighborhood High parents. Yet though relatively 
advantaged when compared with Neighborhood High parents, Charter 
High parents were clearly disadvantaged in an absolute sense, with just 
over a high school education on average, an unemployment rate over 
30 percent and a low median family income.3

Table 8.1    Demographic Characteristics

Neighborhood High Charter High

N 28 49
Median age 40 42.5
Median education 12 years 13 years
Median income  
(midpoint of income ranges)

$5,000 $25,000

Percent unemployed 71 35
Percent married 14 31

Source: Authors’ compilation.
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Table 8.2 presents how parents characterized the high school choice 
process. All of the Charter High families made an active choice and, by 
definition of how charter school admissions work, none were assigned. 
Nearly half (43 percent) of Neighborhood High parents said that their 
children were assigned to the school, whereas 55 percent reported having 
chosen Neighborhood High. However, the interviews that followed the 
surveys shed light on the generous definition of choice that parents used. 
It often did not mean that they actively chose but rather that they knew that 
it was the neighborhood school and they were satisfied with, or resigned 
to, the assignment process as it existed. As we discuss later, many parents 
who chose Neighborhood High were unaware of the avenues they could 
have followed to enroll their children in a different school.

Table 8.2 also reports how satisfied parents were with their decision in 
the weeks before their children’s freshman year. Reflecting the national 
findings in the Gleason and colleagues (2010) study, satisfaction was 
unanimous among Charter High parents. A minority of Neighborhood 
High parents were satisfied. Thirty-seven percent of Neighborhood High 
parents were resigned to or ambivalent about the fact that their child would 
attend Neighborhood High, and 19 percent were strongly dissatisfied.4 
These sentiments are illuminated in the testimonies.

Finally, table 8.3 characterizes the resource and information disparities 
between Charter High and Neighborhood High parents. Charter High 
parents were more likely to have access to the Internet, own a car, belong 
to a church, and have their children in outside activities. This amounted to 
considerable personal resources and social capital with which to facilitate 
their navigation of the school choice process.5 Their greater likelihood to 
have considered private school suggests their confidence, however ten-
tative, in marshaling the funds to pay tuition. Finally, they spent more 
time on learning about schools and making their decisions, and they put 
in more applications. However, on average Neighborhood High parents 
still put in more than two applications, which illustrates that they too 
were involved in the choice process.

Table 8.2    School Decision and Satisfaction

Neighborhood High Charter High

Parent/student made decision 55%  98%
Other person made decision  3   2
Assigned to school 43   0
Satisfied 44 100
Ambivalent/resigned 37   0
Dissatisfied 19   0

Source: Authors’ compilation.
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These data do not represent a random sample of the parent popula-
tions of the two schools, despite it being the initial intent of the research 
design. Whereas the entering freshman class of Neighborhood High was 
twice as large as that of Charter High, it took much more effort to get fewer 
interviews of Neighborhood High parents. First, we sent letters to parents 
explaining the study and offering a $20 incentive. At least 75 percent of the 
letters to Neighborhood High parents were returned because of incorrect 
or out-of-date addresses, and this was the information that the school itself 
had provided us. A minority of Charter High letters came back. Then we 
made phone calls and the pattern was repeated: disconnected and wrong 
phone numbers for Neighborhood High parents versus greater availability, 
including by email, of Charter High parents. In the end, we were able to 
survey or interview twenty-nine Neighborhood High parents and forty-
eight Charter High parents. The differentiated experience in contacting 
parents from these two schools illustrated the differences in their socio-
economic situation as much as, if not more than, the data in the tables.

What Parents Do

The transition from eighth grade to high school requires that parents 
do something.6 Even if a child is assigned to a high school, the parent 
still has to register the child, provide contact information, supply health 
records, and figure out new transportation routes and schedules. Like the 
families in Elliot Weininger’s research (see chapter 9, this volume), most 
parents in our sample did more than this bare minimum, and they began 
thinking about high school for their child months in advance. We charac-
terize what parents do by introducing six verbs that unite parents from 
Neighborhood and Charter High and that summarize their preferences, 
priorities, and behaviors: We find that parents make sense of, educate, 
protect, juggle, choose, and look forward. These verbs help guide the 
reading of the parent testimonies that follow.

Table 8.3    Resources for and Participation in Choice

Neighborhood High Charter High

Has Internet 43% 63%
Owns car 23% 65%
Attends church 57% 81%
Child in outside activity 57% 92%
Considered private school 18% 67%
Time spent on decision 2.4 hours 3.6 hours
Number of applications submitted 2.6 4.5

Source: Authors’ compilation.
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developed and applied to the transcripts by research assistants using 
the Atlas.ti. Table 9.1 presents the distribution of families broken out by 
class and race.

Results

Among the urban parents we spoke with, schools were a concern—and 
frequently a burning concern—for parents of all class backgrounds, both 
black and white. Of course, the source of these concerns varied, often 
encompassing issues of safety as well as school quality. Nevertheless, 
whatever the exact nature of their discontent with their neighborhood 
schools, nearly all of the city parents reported considering—and the major-
ity actively investigated—alternative options at some point.

For all families, the school choice process was inevitably constrained 
by various factors. The most essential of these was transportation. Indeed, 
the district would provide transportation to non-neighborhood schools 
only when required to by the provisions of NCLB. Because none of the 
parents in the data set were using this option, the school choice process 
necessarily entailed careful consideration of issues relating to transpor-
tation, and the way they intersected with employment responsibilities 
and other parenting obligations. Indeed, many of our respondents did 
not own a car (a few did not have a driver’s license), and though the city 
had an extensive public transportation system, it was geographically 
large enough to make travel over longer distances very costly in terms 
of time.

Beyond this, the size of the city also meant that school choice was 
constrained by parents’ experience. Simply put, a parent’s awareness 
of the schools that might form part of his or her choice set became increas-
ingly vague (and quickly faded to nonexistent) the farther these schools 
were located from parts of the city with which he or she was familiar. 
This, in turn, varied according to how long he or she had lived in the 
city and how many neighborhoods he or she had lived in. To be sure,  

Table 9.1    Sample Counts by Social Class and Race

White African American Total

Upper middle class 7 6* 13
Middle class 6 7 13
Working class 6 9 15
Total 19 22 41

Source: Author’s compilation.
*Includes one interracial family in which the husband is African American and the wife 
is white.
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