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Educational Equality Is a
Multifaceted Issue: Why We
Must Understand the School’s
Sociocultural Context for
Student Achievement
Pru dence L. Ca rt er
The Coleman Report concluded that if students of color attended schools with more white students, they
were likely to garner significantly better achievement results. Several contextual factors should be considered, however, before we make strong conclusions about the strength of the effect of racial and ethnic minority students attending school with white students. This paper makes a case for considering the necessity of
both the “material” and “sociocultural” domains of schooling if we are to move toward a more holistic understanding of “school effects” on students’ academic well-being. Based on a case-study analysis of four
high-performing, diverse schools in different regions, using ethnographic observations and random student
surveys, this paper offers evidence that students who hail from similar socioeconomic and family backgrounds but who attend schools with different sociocultural contexts have disparate academic experiences.
The findings draw our attention to new directions to consider as we seek to understand how educational
outcomes vary depending on the school's organizational culture.
Keywords: race, class, culture, school organizations, social inclusion

What does equality of educational opportunity
mean? Does it mean the same opportunity to
get an education? Or does it mean an opportunity to get the same education? Or the opportunity to be educated up to the level of
one’s capabilities and future occupational
prospects? Or the opportunity to learn whatever one needs to know to develop one’s own
peculiar potentialities? Is only racially integrated education equal, irrespective of
whether lack of integration is intentional or
accidental? Is equality of educational opportunity a moral as well as a mathematical concept? (Thompson 1968).

More than six decades after the landmark
Supreme Court decision of Brown v. Board of
Education, and fifty years since the 1966 publication of the seminal report Equality of Educational Opportunity (or the Coleman Report), the
United States continues to face the daunting
task of equalizing educational opportunity to
enhance the life chances of its low-income students and those of its racial and ethnic minority students. Inequality, stubbornly rooted in
the foundation of the nation, continues to entrench historically disadvantaged groups at the
bottom of the educational and mobility ladders in the United States. Significant dispari-
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ties abound across social class, race, and ethnicity in the United States, affecting low-income
and African American, Latino/a, and Native
American student populations disproportionately more than other groups (Duncan and
Murnane 2011).
The Coleman Report, written by the sociologist James Coleman and his colleagues,
found that family background, not school effects, significantly predicted academic achievement. It laid the groundwork for an enduring
narrative about the limited effects of between-
school differences on student achievement in
the presence of the robust effects of family
background, concluding that
schools bring little influence to bear on a
child’s achievement that is independent of
his background and general social context;
and that this very lack of an independent effect means that the inequalities imposed on
children by their home, neighborhood, and
peer environment are carried along to become the inequalities with which they confront adult life at the end of school. For
equality of educational opportunity through
the schools must imply a strong effect of
schools that is independent of the child’s immediate social environment, and that strong
independent effect is not present in American schools. (Coleman et al. 1966, 325)

Coleman and his team also concluded that
the social composition of a school’s student
body is more highly related than any other
school factor to achievement, independently
of the student’s social background. The Coleman Report therefore yielded two significant
takeaways: first, that the advantages and disadvantages conferred by the family context follow students throughout their elementary and
secondary schooling; and second, that if disadvantaged students (namely, African Americans, Native Americans, and Mexican Americans) attend schools with more white students,
then they are likely to garner significantly better achievement results.
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As I elaborate in the following pages, several
contextual factors should be considered before
we draw our own conclusions about what Coleman and his colleagues reported as a lack of
school effects and the strength of the effect of
racial and ethnic minority students attending
school with white students. First, any analyses
of school effects should not be ahistorical; we
cannot ignore the near-homogeneous nature
of schools for disadvantaged racial and ethnic
minority students in the United States in the
mid-twentieth century. At the time of publication of the Coleman Report, institutionally
sanctioned discrimination and lack of access
to a quality education for students of color
were as old as the United States itself. Southern
states had made it illegal to teach an enslaved
person to read, and this policy persisted
through the Emancipation and Jim Crow eras;
well into the twentieth century, African Americans faced de facto and de jure exclusion from
public schools, as did Native Americans and,
frequently, Mexican Americans (Kluger 1976;
Tyack 1974). Even in the North, problems of
exclusion, segregation, and lack of resources
were severe for African Americans who migrated from the South to urban areas like Chicago (Neckerman 2007). Therefore, the variation in the proportions of low-poverty and
high-poverty schools to which African Americans, Asian Americans, Mexican Americans,
and Native Americans were exposed was extremely limited (Anderson 1988; Kluger 1976;
Tyack 1974).1 Finally, as Samuel Lucas (this issue) argues, “failure to gather truly school-
specific [as opposed to district-specific] expenditure data in the mid-1960s could underlie the
finding of small or even nonexistent differences in resources by race and, by restricting
the range of variables and introducing measurement error, may explain why school-level
factors of the period appeared to be of little
consequence for racial inequality.”
The current fiscal and social landscape of
schools is similarly dismal for a significant proportion of these students in the second decade
of the twenty-first century. The National Center

1. Today there are highly visible material disparities and significant variation among the states, with per-pupil
expenditures in 2008 ranging from nearly $18,000 in Vermont to just over $6,000 in Utah (Baker, Sciarra, and
Farrie 2010).
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for Education Statistics (Kena et al. 2015) reports that in the 2012–2013 school year, nearly
half of African American and Latina/o students
(45 percent for both groups) attended high-
poverty schools (schools where more than 75
percent of the students were eligible for free or
reduced-price lunch), compared to only 8 and
16 percent of white and Asian students, respectively. Taken altogether, these economic facts
should inform the social science community
that certain social groups were and continue to
be significantly more likely to attend low-
quality schools with extremely limited variation
in fiscal resources and a concentration of poverty. Arguably, such an enduring material landscape could create an illusion of either limited
or absent independent effects of schools.
Second, the Coleman Report points to the
positive influences of student composition in
a school—namely, the presence of white students. This finding indicates the comparative
advantages of diverse schools attended by both
students of color and white students. Congruent with Coleman’s findings, some newer studies have shown positive effects of desegregated
schools, including stronger retention rates, or
less dropping out, and better performance of
African Americans in these schools than in segregated ones ( Guryan 2004; Hanushek, Kain,
and Rivkin 2009; Mickelson 2001). In addition,
low-income, high-achieving black students in
desegregated schools have been found to have
a higher chance of getting out of poverty with
their high school diplomas (Braddock et al.
1986). We might ask whether these effects stem
from (1) students of color sitting next to white
students, (2) students interacting in ways that
change attitudes and aspirations, or (3) the additional resources that are concomitant with
white students’ enrollment.
Other studies, in contrast, appear to suggest
that school desegregation has no positive influence on the reduction of the racial test-score
gap (Vigdor 2011), although data on enrollment

in honors courses suggest that within-school
segregation increases when schools are more
highly diverse, thus potentially offsetting the
benefits of school desegregation (Card and
Rothstein 2007).2
In an assessment of educational outcomes
other than test scores, some studies, including
that of Geoffrey Borman and Jaymes Pyne (this
issue), have shown that racial and ethnic minority students fare better sociopsychologically and culturally in mono-racial and mono-
ethnic schools than in desegregated schools
(see also Bates 1990). Students of color, according to these studies, feel more attached to
school when they attend it with greater proportions of students of their own race or ethnicity
(Johnson, Crosnoe, and Elder 2001). In predominantly white higher education settings,
black students report problems of cultural
alienation, social adjustment, racial discrimination, and strained interpersonal relations
with other students, faculty, and staff (Allen
1988, 1992; Bennett 1984; Chavous et al. 2002;
Cureton 2003; Hurtado 1998; Kraft 1991; Willie
2003). Fewer studies, however, have explicitly
examined the cultures of secondary schools
and how they influence the incorporation of
specific groups of students.
Persistent achievement differences, in addition to social and cultural challenges, beg the
question of whether simply ameliorating a
school’s “mobility context”—that is, its material or resource conditions—is sufficient to
eradicate academic achievement disparities.
Researchers—in the intellectual tradition of
such scholars as Samuel Bowles and Herbert
Gintis (1976) and Pierre Bourdieu (1977)— have
suggested that a school’s cultural environment
affects students’ incorporation and their educational behaviors ( Delpit 1997; Lareau and
Horvat 1999; Soudien 2001). Lucas (this issue)
describes the omission of the analysis of in-
school processes as a major methodological
drawback of the Coleman Report. Instead, the

2. The most recent data from the Civil Rights Project at UCLA (Orfield et al. 2014) on segregation shows that
although desegregation progress was very substantial for African Americans in the South from the mid-1960s
to the late l980s, the South has now lost all of the additional progress made after 1967. Still, the South is the
least segregated region for black students. Meanwhile, the growth of segregation has been most dramatic for
Latino students, particularly in the West, where there was substantial integration in the l960s. Latinos are also
significantly more segregated than blacks in suburban America.
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Coleman Report adopted an input-output
model, or a material framework (albeit limited
in measurement), because consensus around
a more complex educational process within
schools did not exist (Coleman et al. 1966, 239–
40; Lucas, this issue).
Perhaps we social scientists and educational researchers in the United States have not
heeded sufficiently the caution of the sociologist W. E. B. Du Bois (1935), who foreshadowed
problems that desegregated (and even resource-
rich) schools would confront. Placing diverse
bodies next to each other would not heighten
student achievement, Du Bois argued, since
multiracial schools characterized by thick social (that is, racial) boundaries were just as
“bad” as segregated schools with limited material resources. In the case of the former, Du
Bois suggested, teachers, principals, staff, and
students would have to tackle enduring social
and symbolic boundaries that compelled individuals and groups to act in ways that reproduced inequality (see also Tilly 1999). And failure to meet the “intangible” goals of integration
(see Wells 2000)—that is, bridging the racial,
ethnic, and socioeconomic chasms and facilitating cross-cultural communication and relationships among social groups previously isolated from one another—would undermine the
goals of equal opportunity within schools.
I argue that to fully understand the school’s
role in students’ incorporation, it is important
to differentiate between the school’s mobility
and sociocultural contexts. The mobility context comprises the material or resource conditions of the school. On the one hand, high
rates of poverty and other disadvantaged socioeconomic conditions characterize many urban, minority-dominant schools, while greater
wealth and improved conditions such as
smaller teacher-student ratios, more experienced teachers, more course offerings, more
funds and diversity in extracurricular programs, and wider networks of information
about college attainment are found in desegregated schools (Crain 1970; Crain and Mahard
1983; McIntire, Hughes, and Say 1982; Orfield
2001). The sociocultural context, in comparison,
comprises the school’s norms of academic
achievement, its logic for student conduct
and presentations of self, its pedagogical con-
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tent and practices, and its climate of teacher-
student, student-student, and other inter- or
intragroup dynamics. The school’s cultural environment can also include the meanings that
students and educators attach to certain curricular patterns, such as which students belong
in specific courses and who plays which sports
or participates in particular school activities.
An underlying premise of this paper is that
student success, engagement, or well-being is
not simply indicated by tests. Several other
outcomes that pertain to students’ relationships to schooling, including their sense of
“engagement” and “incorporation” within their
school, are probably related, either directly or
indirectly, to students’ attainment and achievement. Specifically, I examine the following
questions: Are there associations between
schools’ sociocultural environments—specifically in minority-dominant versus majority-
white, multiracial schools—and the incorporation of black and Latino students? If so, what
are the features of these environments that enable certain racial and ethnic groups to be incorporated more easily at some schools than
at others?
Conceptually, a social group’s incorporation
within a school entails more than the nature
of its members’ participation in classes and
activities or an individual student’s propensity
to either stay in school or drop out. Here I use
“incorporation” to refer to the reception by an
institutional context (a school) of different social groups and that context’s ability to move
them toward the center of the school organization and away from its margins in their social
relations and academic participation. That is,
I argue that the relational aspects of the school
context matter greatly too, and that the nature
of educators’ and students’ social relations—
their position, status, and location within the
school—can either facilitate or reproduce educational inequality in ways that are masked by
a focus only on either the students’ family
backgrounds or the school’s material resources
or inputs. To be clear, the objective of this paper is not to present a predictive model of
school achievement among social groups
across different school contexts (although
some test score data comparisons are shown
here), but rather to illuminate how the social
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status of African American and Latino students with similar socioeconomic backgrounds
can differ based on the school’s sociocultural
context and composition. Significant divergences in access and participation in myriad
educational activities—which, conceivably, are
conducive to greater academic mobility—are
found between high-performing majority-
minority and majority-white schools.
Methods

Using a comparative case-study analysis of four
schools located in two different regions of the
United States, I compare the experiences of
students who hailed from similar socioeconomic and family backgrounds but who attended different schools with varying social
compositions. Relatively speaking, each school
was a high-performing high school (grades 9
through 12) in a metropolitan area, two in a
Southern capital city and two in a Northeastern capital city. One school in each city was
minority-dominant (one was predominantly
black and one was predominantly black and
Latino), and one was multiracial and predominantly white. A team of seven researchers (six
assistants and I) visited the four schools weekly
for six months from January through June
2007. The research team comprised three African Americans, one Egyptian American, and
three white Americans. Except at South City
Honors, which was visited mainly by two African American researchers, a mixed-race pair of
researchers attended an array of classes and
extracurricular and lunchroom activities four
to five days a week, spending anywhere from
three to seven hours at the school.
The four schools in the study shared two
main criteria. First, they were all multiracial in
terms of student composition, though the racial majority varied in each school. Second, to
hold constant the average academic orientation of the schools, the four schools chosen
were similar in their state’s accountability ratings as it pertained to the No Child Left Behind
law: all four schools were relatively high-

performing in their district. Also, we selected
two cities that were in areas where desegregation struggles had been fraught with racial and
ethnic strife (Dalbey and Harris 2001; Eaton
2001) but were also in different areas of the
country; thus, regional history might account
for variations in the extent of interracial and
interethnic contact and the permeability of
group boundaries (Farley and Frey 1994). While
the four schools were not representative of all
schools in their district, they were typical of
schools that could be classified as multiracial
in their district and metropolitan area.
The data collection began in Southern Capital City (SCC) in January 2007 at South County
Prep High School (a pseudonym), a school of
grades 9 through 12, with 1,400 students, located at the fringe of a medium-sized, urban
Southern capital city (2010 population 175,000).3
According to the 2010 census, there were
540,000 people residing within the SCC’s metropolitan statistical area (MSA). The racial
makeup of the MSA was 53 percent white, 45
percent African American, 1 percent Asian, and
1 percent Hispanic or Latino of any race. At
South County Prep High School, about 77 percent of the students were racially classified as
white, 21 percent as black, 1 percent as Asian,
and 1 percent as Hispanic. Sixteen percent of
students enrolled qualified for either free or
reduced-price lunch.4 South County Prep’s
student-teacher ratio was seventeen to one,
and all of the teachers and staff, except for
three of them, were white. Ten miles west of
South County Prep was South City Honors
High School, an urban, comprehensive high
school of grades 9 through 12 with a notable
Advanced Placement (AP) program. South City
Honors had 1,300 students, 93 percent of
whom were racially classified as black and 6
percent as white. Sixty-four percent of its students were on either free or reduced-price
lunch. With a student-teacher ratio of twenty
to one, the school was led by a multiracial staff
of sixty-eight teachers (see table 1).
Similar school types were selected for ob-

3. Pseudonyms are used throughout this paper to protect the identities of the schools, students, and staff and
to mask their locations.
4. National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), Common Core of Data (CCD): public schools, 2005–2006
academic year.
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Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of the Four Metropolitan High Schools, 2007

Number of students
Percent Asian students
Percent black students
Percent Latino students
Percent white students
Percent students on free or
reduced-price lunch
Student-teacher ratio
School NCLB accountability
rating

North City
Tech
High School
(MajorityMinority)

North Village
Prep
High School
(Majority-White)

South City
Honors
High School
(MajorityMinority)

South County
Prep
High School
(Majority-White)

1,200
23
45
20
11
63

1,200
5
6
3
84
2

1,300
0
93
0
6
64

1,400
1
21
1
77
16

18:1
Very higha

14:1
Very higha

20:1
Exemplary (4)

17:1
Superior (5)a

Source: National Center for Education Statistics and the state departments of education for Northern
Capital City and Southern Capital City.
a
Denotes highest performance ranking for the state where South City Honors and South County Prep
are located. The performance scale ranged from 1 to 5.

servational, interview, and survey data collection in Northern Capital City (NCC). NCC, a
large urban center with a population (2010 population 620,000) that was 54 percent white, 24
percent black, 18 percent Hispanic, and 9 percent Asian, had a public school student population of 60,000. According to the census of
2010, there were about 4 million people who
resided within NCC’s MSA. The student racial
demographics in NCC’s public schools did not,
however, reflect the residential demographics.
With the exception of three exam schools (an
organizational structure that attracted a critical percentage of white students), NCC’s public
schools were highly segregated. Forty-t wo percent of students were black, 14 percent white,
9 percent Asian, and 35 percent Hispanic.
North City Tech School was one of the three
exam schools; in spite of the influx of white
students, more than 80 percent of its 1,200 students could be categorized as “minority” or
students of color. Although many of these students performed better than the majority of
NCC students on their elementary state tests,

most North City Tech students had not scored
high enough to be accepted to the two other
exam schools, which were considered more
elite and ranked higher. Out of the four schools
in this study, North City Tech was the most racially and ethnically diverse, with about 45 percent black students, 23 percent Asian, 20 percent Hispanic, and 11 percent white. Nearly
two-thirds of the students (63 percent) were on
free or reduced-price lunch.5 North City Tech’s
student-teacher ratio was eighteen to one, and
like South City Honors in SCC, its teaching
staff and administration of about sixty-five was
multiracial.
To find a comparative majority-white school
with a critical mass of black and Latino students, I had to look in a suburban, upper-
middle-class school district that participated
in NCC’s metropolitan Voluntary Desegregation Program (VDP).6 North Village Prep High
School, located twenty-three miles northwest
of North City Tech High School, had participated in the VDP since 1967 to attract African
American or black and Hispanic students,

5. NCES, CCD: public schools, 2005–2006 academic year.
6. VDP is a state-funded program designed to eliminate racial imbalance through the busing of children of color
from NCC to public school systems in surrounding suburban communities.
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most of whom entered a lottery to attend affluent suburban schools like North Village Prep
High School. Of North Village Prep’s student
population of 1,200, 84 percent were white, 6
percent were black, 5 percent were Asian, and
3 percent were Latino. Only 2 percent of North
Village Prep’s students were on free or reduced-
price lunch. With the exception of one African
American and one Asian American teacher, all
of North Village Prep High School’s eighty-
eight teachers were white, and its student-
teacher ratio was fourteen to one.
Report of Findings
Variations in Educational Experiences by
School Context and Race-Ethnicity

While the Coleman Report documented the
positive influences of racial and ethnic minority students attending school with white students, he and his colleagues were unlikely to
have anticipated that the potential effects of
interracial contact might be mitigated by organizational mechanisms within such schools.7
There is no shortage of research showing the
stratifying and consequential effects of school
tracking by race, ethnicity, and social class
(Card and Rothstein 2007; Gamoran 1987;
Oakes 2005; Tyson 2011). Tracking has begun
to be referred to as a form of resegregation because it has evolved into an educational practice that frequently excludes and stratifies on
the basis of perceived ability by these social
identity categories. Further, from a researcher’s perspective, I have seen that the social organization of students within classes and racially demarcated extracurricular activities
reinforces the establishment of de facto ethnically and racially segregated spaces.
At North Village Prep, 88 and 71 percent of
the Asian and white students, respectively,
were enrolled in at least one honors or AP
course, compared to 30 percent of their black
and Latino peers (see table 2). English and history were not tracked at North Village Prep, but
other courses were; we learned that none of the
black and Latino students in the school were
enrolled in the advanced math and science
classes. At South County Prep, 62 percent of
the white students surveyed were enrolled in

at least one honors or AP course, compared to
only 44 percent of the African American students. In contrast, at both South City Honors
and North City Tech, surveyed students from
all racial and ethnic groups enrolled in such
courses at nearly the same rate, ranging from
an average of 75 percent at the former and 45
percent at the latter.
Comparing himself to the more privileged
students at his school, one fifteen-year-old
sophomore, Judah, commented on the academic divide between students participating
in the Voluntary Desegregation Program and
non-VDP students:
When I got here, looking at kids my age who
are taking trigonometry, and I’m here in geometry . . . I’m here in Algebra 2; I’m looking
at kids who are in calculus; and I’m still here
in Algebra 2, being where I’m supposed to be.
And I feel like I have to catch up to them because if I don’t, then thirty years down the
line, who is going to be the clerk and who is
going to be the one who is leading the
company?

Judah anticipated a long-term economic impact of tracking in his school, one that would
reinforce the socioeconomic class privilege already present at North Village Prep. In his view,
different levels of course access and preparation would lead to differential levels of higher
education and economic opportunities.
A similar pattern could be seen at South
County Prep. Although our research team observed five African American students (out of
302 overall) in several AP and honors courses
there, these were usually the same students enrolled in the higher-level classes. Mrs. Spann,
one of the three black teachers at South County
Prep, gave me her take on the issue of low black
representation in the most advanced and demanding classes. I met Mrs. Spann, who taught
communications skills, in her first year at
South County Prep. I attended one of her
classes during the last period of the day and
remained after school to talk to her. When I
mentioned the low number of high achievers
among the African American students, Mrs.

7. Some of this section draws heavily on work previously described in Carter (2012).
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30**
30**
55*
76*
38*

77

89

85

Black
(33)

89
88

Asian
(26)

54*

88

56*

48**
48**

Latino
(25)

Source: Author’s tabulations from student survey data set.
*p < .05; **p <.01

Percent enrolled in honors classes
Percent enrolled in one or more AP
courses
Percent involved in one or more
extracurricular activities
Happy with school
(percent agree)
Feel like part of the school (percent
agree)

Selected School Experiences

North Village Prep

85

91

76

71
71

White
(58)

59*

55*

68

44
38

Black
(103)

67

69

73

62*
62*

White
(81)

South County Prep

Majority-White Affluent High Schools

62

67

58

40
40

Asian
(48)

83*

77

78*

42
42

Black
(60)

69

65

51

48
48

Latino
(65)

North City Tech

66

74

40

50
50

White
(38)

72

75

69

75
75

Black
(68)

76

86

73

77
77

White
(30)

South City Honors

Majority-Minority, Mixed-Income High Schools

Table 2. Comparisons of Educational Experiences in Four Metropolitan High Schools, by School Type and Race-Ethnicity, 2007
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Spann remarked, “There are many more smart
students, but you should notice the color of
the skin of those who get classified as ‘smart.’
You’ll notice that some of the students, because of the way they look, will never get
deemed as smart, even though they are quite
competent and intelligent,” she continued.
While tracking was also practiced at majority-
minority South City Honors and North City
Tech, there were significant differences between these two schools and the other two in
terms of which students were represented as
the “smartest” or the “brightest.” On a typical
school day in the spring at South City Honors,
I sat in on the AP English class of Cate Gilman,
a 2007 ACT (American College Test) Star Teacher
who was a tall, slender, thirty-something white
female with medium-length, fine brown hair
and fair skin. Her classroom walls were lined
with sketches of the faces of famous authors,
including Jane Austen, D. H. Lawrence, and
George Orwell. Ms. Gilman had also posted a
picture of Toni Morrison on the bulletin board
to the right of the door in a collage of other
writers’ pictures; Morrison was the only writer
of color in the mix. Ms. Gilman’s second-
period class had twenty-t wo students: fourteen
black females, three black males, two white females, and three white males. I was familiar
with some of the faces, including Xavier, the
African American male who was one of the two
National Achievement semifinalists in that
year’s senior class. Also, there was Benson, a
white male who was the high school valedictorian and had obtained a perfect score on the
ACT. Ms. Gilman had asked her students to
complete an AP practice test exercise, and they
worked for about twenty minutes on a difficult
prose passage excerpted from a literary work
on how a nineteenth-century aristocracy dealt
with the virtues of charity and humility. As they
worked, Ms. Gilman walked around and passed
out cards, each marked with the number of a
particular question; as students answered the
questions correctly she handed them a card
with remarks such as: “You got #1 correct;
you’re a genius!”
Nearly 1,500 miles away at North City Tech,
our research team witnessed similarly diverse
classrooms and student and teacher dynamics.
The AP physics class of Mr. Jimenez—a thirty-

something bald and bespectacled Latino who
sported a well-worn University of Northern
Capital City sweatshirt embossed with a logo
promoting a local youth program at the university—was large (around thirty students), interactive, and lively. It was also racially mixed
and fairly balanced in terms of gender. Mr.
Jimenez’s classroom had the feel of a physics
lab: the entire back wall was lined with multiple kinds and sizes of gears, pulleys, and levers
and student-made, physics-themed mobiles
were hung from the ceiling. Students sat together at tables, interacting across race and
gender. On this particular day, for example, a
black male, upon entering the room, gave
pounds and handshakes to a group of very diverse boys. As they worked the students shared
ideas and answers, supporting one another in
solving the assigned problems. They moved
freely from table to table to help one another,
and all conversations between them appeared
to be physics-related.
The two classroom observations made at
South City Honors and North City Tech High
Schools were fairly representative of many of
the courses at these schools, especially the
ones for high-achieving students. While not all
of the classes at these high schools seemed to
be as engaging as these, these particular classes
for high-achieving students presented a contrast between these two schools—whose predominant groups were characterized as racial
and ethnic minorities in the U.S. context—and
the two other schools in the study. At South
City Honors and North City Tech, it was not a
rarity to see the higher-level courses—those
considered the most rigorous or even for the
“smartest”—filled with significant percentages
of black and brown students. In comparison,
beyond their class time with white peers in
their general comprehensive and college preparatory classes, nearly all of the students of
color at North Village Prep—namely, the VDP
participants—had limited social contact with
white students. Whether they were completing
paper assignments, getting tutorial assistance,
playing chess, talking politics, or merely hanging out with one another, most VDP students
spent at least some time in the “VDP room,”
away and separate from their white peers.
Other issues threatened to undermine the
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initial attention that student leaders and faculty at North Village Prep had given to the social distance and separation between the students. During our first week of research at
North Village Prep, I sensed a buzz of eager
anticipation in the air: some students and a
few fortunate teachers were preparing to head
to Japan that spring on a band and orchestra
trip for a two-week exchange. While one of only
two black teachers at North Village Prep, Mr.
Moman, was going on the trip as a chaperone,
none of the African American and Latino students who participated in the school’s VDP
were headed to Japan. Yearly, students of this
affluent school took trips abroad to Europe,
Asia, Latin and Central America—not only after numerous car washes and bake sales but
with parental financial support. By contrast,
North Village Prep’s black and Latino students,
the majority of whom were lower-income and
voluntarily bused to the school via the VDP,
could not afford these trips and were not financially subsidized by the school to participate
in them.
Additionally, the school’s efforts were challenged by the impact of residential segregation
on VDP student participation in non-academic
aspects of school life, as well as their social cohesion with schoolmates. Almost all of North
Village Prep’s VDP students were bused into
the district from the urban center and surrounding areas of Northern Capital City.
Several voiced their dislike for the lack of
neighborhood proximity; they could not fully
participate in every aspect of school life, and
their principal and teachers had found no easy
way around the matter. Although the school
did provide a “late” bus, which left at 5:30 PM
daily, taking it would have prevented VDP students from participating in any evening programs or early morning meetings that occurred before the bus arrived. One of those
students was Neela, who had been on the basketball team and had been able to sleep over
at a teammate’s house a few evenings when she
did not feel like making the long trek back
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home to the city from the suburbs after the
evening practices held from 6:00 to 8:00 PM.
Neela did not enjoy having to stay overnight
away from her home so often, however, and
with no prospect of a late bus, she stopped
playing basketball.
“It’s a Matter of ‘Tastes’”: Social Distance and
Racial-Ethnic and Class Relations

The school communities of North Village Prep
and South County Prep High Schools, the two
multiracial, majority-white schools, experienced thick social boundaries (Lamont and
Molnár 2002) that endured behind school walls
and in classrooms.8 A stroll through North Village Prep’s cafeteria on any given day would
reveal this. Filled with vibrant chatter and myriad social dynamics, the school cafeteria is a
sociological laboratory for the study of adolescent group relations. The most noticeable and
immediate observation at North Village Prep
was the sight of the VDP students—nearly all
of the African American and Latino students—
sitting on the right-hand side near the back
door entrance, while the white and Asian students sat on the left-hand side in duos and
groups according to clique preferences.
The school’s personnel had begun to acknowledge some of its social and cultural difficulties and even attempted to do something
about it with the “Challenge Day” program,
which would reach at least one hundred students. On an assembly day, as students walked
into the auditorium, they had been given randomly assigned, color-coded pieces of paper
and told to sit in the area designated by its
color. The students had chosen to ignore these
directions, not only because they were rebellious adolescents, but also because randomly
assigned seating would have taken them out
of their comfort zone of sitting with their
friends. After they watched video excerpts featuring the Challenge Day program from The
Oprah Winfrey Show, students were encouraged
by two twelfth-grade co-facilitators, an African
American female and a white male, to partici-

8. Michèle Lamont and Virág Molnar (2002) define “social boundaries” as the lines of demarcation between, or
categorizations of, people or practices that are often used to justify the allocation of unequal resources; they
define “symbolic boundaries” as the conceptual and cultural tools used to categorize groups to separate the “us”
from the “them.”
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pate in North Village’s own upcoming Challenge Day.9 While Will, a graduating white
male senior, anticipated a positive long-term
impact of such a program, he worried about
the impact of more immediate practices already in place at his school:
Interviewer: If you were able to change
one thing about your school, what would
that be?
Will: I think one thing I would change is I
would try to make this school more welcoming for . . . all people. I kind of, I mean,
as with any high school, probably, you tend
to form . . . tend to break down into groups.
I mean, I hang out with people who do a lot
of the same activities as me and, you know,
get the same grades and are in the same
classes, and I think that’s one disadvantage
of having kind of tracked classes. I’m glad
that we don’t have them in English or history. I think that helps a little bit, but, yeah,
I’m certainly glad that we have the . . . via
the [Be the] Change program this year, I
think . . . I really think that will make a difference in the school.
Interviewer: You do?
Will: Yeah. I really do. I mean, I participated in one of the days, and I thought it
was an amazing experience, but I think people . . . I think it’s . . . if not already, then in
the future it will help people to kind of recognize others and not just judge them. It
will probably take a while for it to make a
really big difference in the school.
How do we make sense of this social distance between students? Like Will, some other
students expressed their racial separation as a
matter of “interests” and shared understandings. Vonda, an African American sophomore
at North Village Prep, explicitly attributed “all

the black kids [sitting] together” to their common interests:10
I think that people just notice that we sit together because we’re a different race or we’re
different . . . we’re like . . . most obviously different from outside than everybody else. [The
VDP kids] may very well be a group of basketball players, a group of nerds, a group of
hockey players, a group of, you know, ballets
or a group of, like, musical. You know what I
mean? In the cafeteria they all sit with each
other and have cliques, but you can’t tell because they all look similar and then we are in
the corner over there [laughs]. Like obviously
different, so people are just like, “Oh, they
don’t like us.” But it’s not that. . . . In general
people find similarities with other people,
and they relate to them and be friends with
them and we all understand each other, so
we end up doing that. It’s the same thing
with all the hockey players who understand
each other and talk about hockey all day or
all the like [pause] you know, singers will all
sit with each other and sing with each other
all day.

Vonda tried to convince me that racial, ethnic, and ostensibly class divisions lead to a
sense of shared interests and a social cohesion
that presumably would lead any humans with
something in common to form groups and distinguish themselves from others spatially in
the cafeteria. Unlike their white schoolmates,
however, Vonda and her VDP peers did not
have the luxury of forming groups according
to specific social, extracurricular, academic, or
hobby interests. Their low numbers and high
visibility precluded that sort of social organization. Still, two obvious and critical questions
remain: Why did the other interest groups not
include some of these VDP students, who presumably shared their taste for music, sports,

9. Founded in 1987, Challenge Day, a program that is part of the Be the Change Movement—which promotes
kind and compassionate acts for others and the infusion of humanist tendencies throughout society—was developed by a husband-wife team of motivational speakers. The founders travel to high schools and have students
and teachers spend time in one-day retreats discussing and breaking across social boundaries, whether black
versus white, poor versus middle-class, popular versus unpopular, overweight versus slim, or bully versus nerd.
10. See Tatum (1997) for social and psychological explanations of why youth in school tend to separate by race
and ethnicity.
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language, academics, or other interests? And
why did Vonda and her VDP peers choose not
to integrate those groups?
Similarly, at South County Prep, basketball
and step-dancing are to “black” and “black
female” as baseball and cheerleading are to
“white” and “white female,” respectively. There
students formed close relationships with those
participating in the same activities. Cheerleading, baseball, the Fellowship of Christian Athletes, and the Young Republicans Club had few
African American students involved, but these
students were well represented in basketball
and football. The real and symbolic distinctions students saw mirrored in their social organization within schools were teaching them
their places, their boundaries, their “lines” (for
more discussion, see Carter 2012). As Ashley, a
white female eleventh-grader at South County
Prep, noted:
We have, like, kind of blurry lines a lot of the
times . . . but like, you know, you have that
group and you can’t really, like, relate to that
group. You can individually but, like, not as
a whole group, but a lot of the other groups,
just, like, they’ve learned their lines a lot. Like
we have a lot of people that are in the AP
classes, and they hang out together a lot, and
there’s, like, theater groups and stuff like
that, and they hang out and just, like, random small groups from, like, different . . .
just from being in high school together for
so long and stuff like that.

Not only did Ashley call out the social
“lines” or boundaries between groups of students, but she also distinguished between interpersonal and intergroup contact and prejudices (“You have that group and you can’t
really, like, relate to that group. You can individually . . .”). That is, she could cross racial
boundaries and relate to an African American
peer as a friend, for example, but her friendship with one person did not necessarily allow
her to view African Americans as a whole differently. Further, Ashley noted that the social
organization of her school influenced her
thinking and her relationships with students
who differed from her socially. Social psychologists have noted (for example, Pettigrew 1998)
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that although cross-race friendships may benefit in-group members’ perceptions of out-
group members, the extent to which the befriended out-group member is perceived to be
representative of the out-group actually determines in-group members’ ability to change
their attitudes about the out-group. Otherwise,
the in-group members tend to maintain a “but
you’re not like the other members of your
group” attitude about out-group members.
Thoughts and beliefs like those of Vonda,
Ashley, and Will about the consequences of the
boundary-making that occurs within schools—
the site, we would assume, of deep interracial
and ethnic contact—emerged repeatedly in the
study. Similarly, at South City Honors and
North City Tech, students admitted to having
cliques and peer groupings, but the boundaries seemed more permeable at both of these
schools. White kids were in the minority at
South City Honors. They spoke openly with me
about it, and students like Adam and Meredith
shared some poignant stories about the consequences of interracial dating in their communities (see Carter 2012). According to Fred,
a white male senior, the diminution of racial
boundaries at school was undermined by the
social climate outside in the communities of
his Southern city:
At South City Honors for . . . [pause] you
know, people tend to disperse to who they’re
more related to, and I guess being white and
the minority [laughs] . . . is, I don’t know . . .
I guess you can relate maybe a little . . . easier
to white people and it’s kind of easier to get
along with them, but . . . uh . . . and it’s kind
of how it is, but . . . uh . . . I mean, everyone
is cool. Everyone is generous, you know,
they’re good people, and it’s . . . it’s kind of
like a school friendship but away from school
you don’t really keep the same friendships
and I don’t know.

At North City Tech, where more salient ethnic immigrant distinctions arose, students
formed ethnic social clubs: at lunch students
referred to the Puerto Rican table, the African
American table, the Chinese table, the Japanese table, the Haitian table, the Vietnamese
table, the “geek” table, and the “loser” table,
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to name some. Strikingly, the loser table was
the most diverse of all the tables in terms of
race, ethnicity, and gender. These students
would attend each other’s programs and
events, even if they were not in-group members. We met many cultural boundary crossers,
however, at North City Tech. For instance,
Cherise, an African American ninth-grader at
North City Tech, spoke frankly about why she
had decided to enroll in a Chinese language
class at school: most of her friends, since seventh grade, had been Asian American—Chinese, to be specific—and she wanted to converse with them in their language. Cherise’s
was not an exceptional case. Two of her schoolmates were white female seniors, one an
Italian-Irish American girl and the other an
Irish Catholic, who perceived themselves as
“minorities” in this predominantly black,
Asian, and Latino school. One of them, Natalia,
discussed her own cultural flexibility: “I was
the only Italian-Irish girl, and everybody
thought I was some type of Latina, so they were
like, ‘Oh, what are you?’ and they thought I was
Cuban and white. Like, ‘No. I’m Italian.’ I hang
out with a lot more Latino people just because,
I don’t know, so I, like, learn how to speak
Spanish and stuff.”
The Coleman Report pointed to the positive
effects on achievement of interracial contact
between students in schools. But how does
that contact facilitate achievement in diverse
schools where homophily (friendship preferences for one’s own group) prevails? Further,
how might the social organization of schools
and classrooms undermine the goals of integration? As the sociologist James Moody (2001)
found with a nationally representative data set,
there is still a strong and generally positive relationship between heterogeneity (diversity)
and friendship segregation in schools. Thus,
simple exposure to one another does not promote integration. In addition, Moody found
that friendship integration only occurs in
spaces where students are encouraged to mix
through extracurricular activities and classes
in which status equality is permitted.
In some instances, the morality and merits
of school diversity are clear (Allen 2004; powell
2005). In other instances, we still seek to understand why other research has not shown

this increased contact to yield the strongest
academic effects. As the legal scholar john
powell has argued, “true integration” has not
occurred in most U.S. schools. That is, desegregation (or spatial proximity) is not the same
as integration—the transformation of a school’s
cultural, social, and political environment to
incorporate all. (For a more theoretical discussion on this, see Fine, Weis, and Powell 1997;
powell 2005.) The findings of my study suggest
that researchers must deal with the racial, ethnic, and class “stuff”—the residual baggage
and emotions fomented by historical and
fraught relations—before they disavow the argument that school integration does not yield
strong academic effects or fulfill the promise
of the Brown v. Board of Education decision. At
the same time, we have to question any assumptions created by the Coleman Report that
sending students of diverse racial and ethnic
backgrounds to school together will actually
pay off academically for all groups. The school’s
sociocultural context matters. In actuality,
South County Prep and North Village Prep had
some of the finest educational resources in
their communities, and students’ families knew
this. Paradoxically, these schools’ resource contexts did not appear to be strongly associated
with either students’ propensity to cross social
boundaries or educators’ ability to facilitate
that navigation so that all groups of students
would have equal educational opportunity
within these wealthier learning environments.
The Paradoxes of “Good Schools”

When it comes to the academic incorporation
of historically disadvantaged groups of students, often traditional, high-performing
majority-minority schools face significantly
greater material (resource) challenges to lifting
the attainment of all their students (Darling-
Hammond 2010). High-performing majority-
white schools, in comparison, tend to face significant social and cultural challenges (Carter
2012; Lewis and Diamond 2015; Tyson 2011).
Meanwhile, some majority-minority schools,
such as South City Honors and North City
Tech, produce excellence with fewer resources,
while some affluent majority-white schools
produce mediocre outcomes, on average,
among their African American and Latino stu-
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dents. Like most urban schools in the United
States, South City Honors and North City Tech
faced the pressure to produce high test-score
results. South City Honors prided itself on its
multiyear history as a highly regarded high
school in the state—and even in the nation,
according to national ranking polls. Some students lamented the school’s being “very obsessed with being a level five school.” Darlene,
an African American sophomore, declared to
me: “They ain’t worried about our future; they
ain’t worried about us. All they want is to look
good [on the tests].” One of Darlene’s peers,
Danielle, sitting next to her in the in-school
suspension room (the school auditorium),
where I spoke to them, agreed: “They [the educators] worried about the school’s future, not
the students.” Despite the school’s reputation,
some of its most academically vulnerable students still recognized the relative material disadvantages of South City Honors compared to
a school like South County Prep down the
road. Darlene continued: “I mean, for us to be
such a good school and they always saying that
South City Honors is so good, why can’t we get
some of the stuff that, like, South County Prep
and all them get?” Although average test scores
were excellent at South City Honors, Darlene
and some of her peers did not perceive that
they had access to the best learning environments. Certainly, high test-score performance
masked the differential resource levels between South City Honors and South County
Prep, but whether Darlene and Danielle were
correct demands deeper levels of inquiry.
Much farther north, the families of students in the Voluntary Desegregation Program
in Northern Capital City schools actively chose
to send their children across municipal boundaries so that they would have access to better
schools. “I don’t like the schools in Northern
Capital City! They’re bad, [and] the kids don’t
like to learn anything!” exclaimed tenth-grader
Briana when asked why she chose to go to
North Village Prep High School. Briana’s explanation was echoed by other VDP students
when we interviewed them. Most of the youth
in the VDP were relatively high-achieving students in their local communities; they were the
kids who might have attended North City Tech,
one of a very few competitive high schools in
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the central city. Once they entered North Village Prep, however, the standards and characterizations of “good” students changed drastically for them. VDP students encountered a
more rigorous academic climate than they had
yet encountered. They were reasonably aware
of these academic differences, and students
like tenth-grader Judah (introduced earlier)
grappled with the greater difficulty of the
classes. One afternoon Judah debated with
some other classmates and fellow participants
in the VDP about whether the achievement gap
was the “fault” of the individual student or the
school administration:
I think I have kind of a [long pause] theory. I
don’t know if you guys feel this way, but I
think it’s more of kind of feeling intimidated
by the North Village kids just because there’s
just some of them that are so much smarter
than you. Like, it’s hard to compete with
them in how they do and so you get discouraged. Like, am I going to do better? Like basically, like say you’re in a class and you want
to know . . . like the worst kid is really smart
. . . and you want to know, am I going to do
better than that worst kid? So you’re trying
to strive; you get nervous and you want to do
better than him and you end up doing bad.
It’s kind of like, really . . . it’s like a big weight
falling on your chest and therefore you have
to carry that weight around the whole year.
Whole year! Thinking you want to do better
than that worse kid and that’s only the worse
kid. Like saying, and I don’t know if you guys
feel that way, but sometimes it feels like . . .
like I’m basically the dumb one in the class.
Like I have to compete with all the smart
kids, and it’s really hard to do that when, like,
all the kids are really smart, so therefore I
think it hurts me on my test because I’m going into a test thinking that I’m going to do
bad when I could probably do better.

Not only did Judah recognize how his North
Village Prep peers differed from him in their
academic preparation, but he also hinted at
what the psychologist Claude Steele and his
colleagues (Steele and Aronson 1995) have
discovered about the concept of “stereotype
threat.” The pressure of competing with peers
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from better-resourced backgrounds produces
an anxiety that may stifle performance. An
analysis of the mean academic self-esteem of
North Village Prep students by race and ethnicity confirmed this: black students possessed
significantly lower academic self-esteem, on average, than their white (p < 0.01) and marginally
lower than their Asian peers (p < 0.10), while
the Latino students possessed marginally lower
academic self-esteem than their white and
Asian peers. (No significant differences like
these were found at the other three schools.)
Academic self-esteem, or what some social psychologists refer to it as “academic self-concept,”
is known to have a reciprocal relationship with
academic performance. That is, academic self-
concept is found to influence academic performance, and conversely, academic performance
influences academic self-concept (see, for example, Marsh and O’Mara 2008).
When we examined the state test results for
the students surveyed, we found various between-and within-school differences (see table
3).11 In keeping with the main comparative focus of the study, first we analyzed student test
scores within race between majority-minority
and majority-white schools. Our analyses show
that African American and Latino students performed better in math at the majority-minority
high school than their African American peers
at the majority-white school in Northern Capital City; no between-school differences were
found on English test scores among African
Americans and Latinos in either city. The converse is true for Asian and white students at
North Village Prep only: these students scored
significantly higher on the state English exam
than their racial or ethnic counterparts at
North City Tech, but no differences were found
in students’ math scores between the schools
in Northern Capital City. As for regional comparisons, we found no significant within-race
differences among students on test scores between Northern Capital City and Southern
Capital City.
In contrast, within each school some significant racial and ethnic differences were
found. At the most affluent school, North Vil-

lage Prep, African American and Latino students scored significantly lower than their
Asian and white peers on both the English and
math state exams. Farther away at South
County Prep, attended by only African American and white students, the same significant
pattern held in both English and math. At the
majority-minority North City Tech, the African
American students surveyed scored significantly higher on their English exam than the
other ethnic and racial groups, but African
American students scored significantly lower
on their math exams than their white schoolmates at South City Honors. In sum, across the
board we found significantly higher outcomes
for African American students at the schools
where they were incorporated more deeply into
various facets of school life.
These test-score findings and others converge with what other studies have found
about the strong positive relationship between
students’ sense of belonging and their school
performance. In experimental intervention
studies, results show that when racial and ethnic minority students feel that they belong in
a school, they perform better (Walton and Cohen 2007). As I explored other dimensions of
the schools’ sociocultural contexts, I examined
students’ sense of attachment or belonging to
their schools. A survey question—using Likert-
type response categories, with 1 being “strongly
agree” and 4 being “strongly disagree”—asked
a random-stratified sample of 647 students attending the four high schools to respond to the
following statement: “I feel like I am a part of
this school.” As table 2 shows, African American students in the majority-minority schools
(North City Tech and South City Honors) reported significantly higher levels of attachment to their schools than their African American peers in the majority-white schools (South
County Prep and North Village Prep). At South
City Honors, white and African American students felt a part of their school to nearly equal
degrees—76 and 72 percent, respectively. At the
other majority-minority high school, North
City Tech, 83, 62, 69, and 66 percent of the African American, Asian American, Latino, and

11. Because the test results come from two different states, the range of scores varies among the four schools
but are the same for the two schools in each state.
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49.79
[26]
50.75***ab
[21]
49.98
[24]
50.79***ab
[56]

50.04*b
[58]
49.48
[48]
49.77
[63]
49.79
[37]

North City
Tech
(MajorityMinority) [N=]

50.46***b
[67]

50.39
[19]

—

49.89
[46]
—

49.68
[81]
—
—

South City
Honors
(MajorityMinority) [N=]

South County
Prep
(MajorityWhite) [N=]

Southern Capital City

48.58
[27]
50.36***b
[21]
48.91
[24]
50.25***b
[56]

North Village
Prep
(MajorityWhite) [N=]
50.16***a
[58]
50.32
[48]
50.14***a
[63]
50.28
[37]

North City
Tech
(MajorityMinority) [N=]

Northern Capital City

50.33***b
[63]

—

49.74
[73]
—

South County
Prep
(MajorityWhite) [N=]

50.82*b
[11]

—

49.79
[31]
—

South City
Honors
(MajorityMinority) [N=]

Southern Capital City

Math Test Scores

Source: Author’s calculations.
Note: Since the available student test scores varied by state and by grade, all scores were standardized into z-scores and then added to a constant of 50 to bolster the readability of the comparisons.
a
z-score difference within-race, between-schools are significant
b
z-score difference between-race, within-schools are significant
*p < .05; **p <.01

White

Latino (any race)

Asian

African American

Student
Race-Ethnicity

North Village
Prep
(MajorityWhite) [N=]

Northern Capital City

English Test Scores

Table 3. Mean student test scores (Z-scores +50) of Sampled Students
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white students, respectively, felt a part of their
school. Noticeably, white students felt less a
part of North City Tech (the most racially and
ethnically diverse of the four schools), where
they were a numerical minority, than the African American students did, although white students’ level of attachment was similar to that
felt by Asian American and Latino students.
In comparison, at majority-white and high-
income North Village Prep, the overwhelming
majority of the three groups surveyed— 90, 84,
and 74 percent of white, Asian, and Latino students, respectively—said that they felt they
were a part of their school, while only 38 percent of the African American students agreed
with this statement. Latino students felt more
a part of North Village Prep than African Americans did, but to a still significantly lesser extent than their white peers. At the other
majority-white school, South County Prep, the
difference was not as wide between blacks and
whites as at North Village Prep, but it was noticeable and significant nonetheless: 67 percent of South County Prep’s white students
agreed that they felt a part of their school, compared to 59 percent of African American students.
Students’ sense of belonging can also be
marked by a sense of group inclusion on a
larger level. At both North Village Prep and
South County Prep, faculty and students were
unaccustomed to viewing people of color, even
teachers of color, as models of high achievement or intelligence. One morning while engaging with students in a class, I offered some
clarification on sociological terms like “inequality,” “race,” “socioeconomic status,” and
“ethnicity,” ideas that they conflated. One of
the few African American males in the class
subsequently expressed his incredulity at how
“smart” I was and noted that I was “his color.”
The comment was meant to be a compliment,
but for me it was disheartening because it signaled that the students—Asian, black, Latino,
white, and multiracial alike—clearly had not
had the opportunity to interact with many
highly educated persons of color. They were
not getting the message in school that “black”
or “brown” could be synonymous with intelligence. I asked Diane Newsome, the director of
the VDP, why North Village Prep had so few

African American (and no Latino) faculty or
staff members—only two, including Diane—
and she quipped, “Why is it that Harvard [my
place of employment at the time] has so few
tenured black faculty?” Good question. Diane
and I began a long conversation after her
pointed question about racism, discrimination, exclusion, and the idea that the impact of
representation and incorporation on student
performance and success at both South County
and North Village High Prep (or even elite universities) cannot be underestimated. Teacher
representation, like student belonging, is likely
to interact with some social-psychological processes known to influence student achievement (Dee 2005; Gershensona, Holta, and Papageorgec 2016; Irvine 1990).
Discussion

The Coleman Report is quite explicit about the
benefits of schooling black and white youth together. But is spatial proximity alone sufficient
for improving the educational experiences of
students of color? Even within resource-rich
schools such as North Village Prep and South
County Prep, educational inequality occurs
daily through unequal access to classrooms
and programs. School practices such as tracking shape not only students’ everyday engagement in school and the rigor of their academic
experience (Carter 2012; Lewis and Diamond
2005; Tyson 2011) but also their preparation for
higher education (Lucas, this issue). In turn,
the separation of students in classrooms and
extracurricular activities inhibits the development of interracial peer and friendship networks (Granovetter 1985; Moody 2001), which
are potential forms of social capital.
Moreover, the resegregation of students
within schools influences their attitudes toward one another, their classes, and their
teachers, and it also influences how their
teachers perceive them. A string of studies over
the last five decades has found that teachers’
attitudes and expectations are associated with
student performance (Bates 1990, 11; see also
Alexander, Entwisle, and Thompson 1987; Dee
2005; Gershensona, Holta, and Papageorgec
2016; Rosenthal and Jacobson 1968). At North
Village High, we found no evidence on the surface that teachers did not care about their VDP
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students. In fact, several volunteered for extra
tutorial work with these students and even
spent weekends on “cultural tours” of their
students’ neighborhoods (see Carter 2013).
They did not expect, however, that these students would ultimately fare as well as the majority of their students in terms of grades and
further educational attainment. In contrast,
my field notes from South Country Prep are
filled with observations of more lackadaisical
treatment of students by educators. Stunningly, of the teachers and students I casually
queried, few perceived any of the African American students as either “bright” or “smart” or
worthy of being pushed into the more academically rigorous classes. Those beliefs were mirrored in the actual course-taking patterns of
the African American students at South County
Prep (see table 2).
The observational and survey data from
these four school case studies provide conceptual insights into how the schools’ sociocultural contexts both directly and indirectly
shape the educational experiences and well-
being of historically marginalized groups of
students. Other papers in this issue make
strong, plausible arguments that the Coleman
Report suffered from some significant measurement errors, which precluded the finding
that schools’ resource contexts are not significantly related to differences in student achievement by race.
My research team and I witnessed radically
different resources among the four schools in
this study. The two majority-minority schools,
with nearly two-thirds of its students on free
or reduced-price lunch, did not have nearly as
many resources as the two more affluent,
white-dominant schools. Still, the students of
color attending the poorer, majority-minority
schools covered the entire spectrum of school
involvement and engagement: from those at
one end who were taking college preparatory
AP and honors courses and participating in orchestra, chorus, and Model UN to those at the
other end who had disciplinary problems and
tended to drop out of school. In contrast, their
coethnic peers at the more resource-rich
schools found themselves more heavily represented at the lower end of the educational and
extracurricular status hierarchies. These find-
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ings offer a cautionary tale about what happens within schools even when students of diverse socioeconomic and racial-e thnic
backgrounds share a school building.
These findings also help us distinguish between the “material” and “sociocultural” contexts of schooling. The following debate among
a group of African American boys attending affluent North Village Prep High School sharply
captured that distinction:
Judah: The system doesn’t encourage us to
interact. Think about it.
Jarvis: Why should we interact?
Jonathan: Yeah, why?
Marcus: Why do you need to be encouraged?
Judah: Because the VDP is not just about
coming out to suburban schools, doing the
homework and going back to our own
homes. The VDP program is about teaching
suburban schools, suburban students, what
it’s like to live in the inner city, what it feels
like to be a person of color. It’s about . . .
Jarvis: I thought that the [purpose of] VDP
was to come out and get a good education.
Marcus: Yeah.
Jonathan: Yeah.
Judah: No, it’s not. . . . That’s its main purpose, but the other purpose is to teach each
other what we have to offer.
In this debate about the academic and social purposes of the Voluntary Desegregation
Program and going to school with more affluent white youth, most of the boys took the conventional, instrumental perspective: students
of color should attend a “high-quality” school
with good teachers, high scores, and strong financial resources if they want to do well. However, Judah, who was in the minority, challenged them to think beyond the material
context because of their experiences and his
observations at North Village Prep. To assume
that social contact with one another will lead
to better outcomes in educational engagement
and attainment is to assume that status equality exists in schools, but that is often not the
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case (Carter 2012; Fine, Weis, and Powell 1997;
Lewis and Diamond 2015; Moody 2001; Tyson
2011).
In conclusion, both observed and reported
educational experiences from my study highlight a central tension in the American educational sphere. Policymakers and educators—
informed, at times, by social science research
—focus on the provision of “high-quality”
schools for all groups without considering
what that actually looks like in daily practice.
Here is where various qualitative research
studies are useful, although the findings of
qualitative researchers are rarely featured in
the debates about the roles and causes of
“school effects.” Such studies, however, frequently illuminate conceptual areas that large-
scale research studies either miss or ignore in
their analyses.
To fully understand the impact of school
context on student outcomes, we must consider how schools maintain environments that
compel students and educators to behave in
ways that send strong signals about in- and
out-groups. That is, the research must be vigilant about the social and symbolic boundaries
embedded in school contexts that can privilege
certain groups and marginalize others. Therefore, if researchers want to truly understand
the persistence of educational disparities, then
they must examine more deeply how inequality penetrates social relationships in school environments—from the lunchroom to the orchestra room to the classroom. They must also
commit to understanding the relationship between the school's organizational and cultural
context and educational opportunity gaps that
stubbornly persist both within and across communities.

dents on White College Campuses: What Quality
Are the Experiences?” In Towards Black Undergraduate Student Equality in American Higher
Education, edited by Michael Nettles. Albany:
State University of New York Press.
———. 1992. “The Color of Success: African-
American College Student Outcomes at Predominantly White and Historically Black Public Colleges and Universities.” Harvard Educational
Review 62(1): 26–44.
Anderson, James. 1988. The Education of Blacks in
the South, 1860–1935. Chapel Hill: University of
North Carolina Press.
Baker, Bruce D., David G. Sciarra, and Danielle Farrie. 2010. “Is School Funding Fair? A National
Report Card.” Newark, N.J.: Education Law Center. Available at: http://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext
/ED520522.pdf (accessed June 28, 2016).
Bates, Percy. 1990. “Can We Get There from Here?”
Phi Delta Kappan 72(1): 8–17.
Bennett, Christine. 1984. “Interracial Contact Experience and Attrition Among Black Undergraduates
at a Predominantly White University.” Theory and
Research in Social Education 12(2): 19–47.
Borman, Geoffrey D., and Jaymes Pyne. 2016. “What
If Coleman Had Known About Stereotype
Threat? How Social-Psychological Theory Can
Help Mitigate Educational Inequality.” RSF: The
Russell Sage Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences 2(5). doi: 10.7758/RSF.2016.2.5.08.
Bourdieu, Pierre. 1977. “Cultural Reproduction and
Social Reproduction.” In Power and Ideology in
Education, edited by Jerome Karabel and A. H.
Halsey. New York: Oxford University Press.
Bowles, Samuel, and Herbert Gintis. 1976. Schooling
in Capitalist America: Educational Reform and the
Contradictions of Economic Life. New York: Basic
Books.
Braddock, Jomills, Robert L. Crain, James M.
McPartland, and Russell L. Dawkins. 1986. “Ap-

R e fe r e n c e s

plicant Race and Job Placement Decisions: A Na-

Alexander, Karl L., Doris R. Entwisle, and Maxine S.

tional Survey Experiment.” International Journal

Thompson. 1987. “School Performance, Status
Relations, and the Structure of Sentiment: Bring-

of Sociology and Social Policy 6(1): 3–24.
Card, David, and Jesse Rothstein. 2007. “Racial Seg-

ing the Teacher Back In.” American Sociological

regation and the Black-White Test Score Gap.”

Review 52(5): 665–82.

Journal of Public Economics 91(11–12): 2158–84.

Allen, Danielle S. 2004. Talking to Strangers: Anxie
ties of Citizenship Since Brown v. Board of Edu-

Carter, Prudence L. 2012. Stubborn Roots: Race, Culture, and Inequality in U.S. and South African

cation. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Schools. New York: Oxford University Press.

Allen, Walter R. 1988. “The Education of Black Stu-

———. 2013. “(Im)permeable Boundaries: Why Inte-

r s f : t h e ru s s e l l s a g e f o u n d at i o n j o u r n a l o f t h e s o c i a l s c i e n c e s

educ at ion a l e qua l i t y i s a m u lt i face t ed i s su e
gration into Affluent White-Majority Schools for

161

Duncan, Greg J., and Richard J. Murnane, eds. 2011.

Low-Income Minority Students Is Elusive.” In

Whither Opportunity?: Rising Inequality, Schools,

Children in Crisis: Ethnographic Studies in Inter-

and Children’s Life Chances. New York: Russell

national Contexts, edited by Manata Hashemi
and Martín Sánchez-Jankowski. New York: Routledge Press.
Chavous, Tabbye M., Deborah Rivas, Laurette Green,
and Lumas Helaire. 2002. “Role of Student Back-

Sage Foundation.
Eaton, Susan E. 2001. The Other Boston Busing
Story: What’s Won and Lost Across the Boundary
Line. New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press.
Farley, Reynolds, and William Frey. 1994. “Changes

ground, Perceptions of Ethnic Fit, and Racial

in the Segregation of Whites from Blacks During

Identification in the Academic Adjustment of Af-

the 1980s: Small Steps Toward a More Inte-

rican American Students at Predominantly White

grated Society.” American Sociological Review

Universities.” Journal of Black Psychology 28(3):

59(1): 23–45.
Fine, Michelle, Lois Weis, and Linda Powell. 1997.

234–60.
Coleman, James S., Ernest Q. Campbell, Carol J.
Hobson, James McPartland, Alexander M. Mood,

“Communities of Difference: A Critical Look at
Desegregated Spaces Created for and by Youth.”

Frederick D. Weinfeld, and Robert L. York. 1966.

Harvard Educational Review 67(2): 247–84.

Equality of Educational Opportunity. Washington:

Gamoran, Adam. 1987. “The Stratification of High

U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare, Office of Education.

School Learning Opportunities.” Sociology of Education 60(3): 135–55. doi:10.2307/2112271.

Crain, Robert L. 1970. “School Integration and Occu-

Gershensona, Seth, Stephen B. Holta, and Nicholas

pational Achievement of Negroes.” American

W. Papageorgec. 2016. “Who Believes in Me?

Journal of Sociology 75(4, part 2): 593–606.

The Effect of Student-Teacher Demographic

Crain, Robert L., and Rita E. Mahard. 1983. “The Effect of Research Methodology on Desegregation-
Achievement Studies: A Meta-analysis.” American Journal of Sociology 88(5): 839–54.
Cureton, Steven R. 2003. “Race-Specific College
Student Experiences on a Predominantly White
Campus.” Journal of Black Studies 33(3): 295–311.
Dalbey, Matthew, and William E. Harris. 2001. “Urban Spatial Segregation in Jackson, MS: Planning for Equity.” Paper presented at Lincoln Institute of Land Policy conference. Cambridge,
Mass. (July 26–28).
Darling-Hammond, Linda. 2010. The Flat World and
Education: How America’s Commitment to Equity
Will Determine Our Future. New York: Teachers
College Press.
Dee, Thomas S. 2005. “A Teacher Like Me: Does
Race, Ethnicity, or Gender Matter?” American
Economic Review 95(2): 158–65.
Delpit, Lisa. 1997. “The Silenced Dialogue: Power
and Pedagogy in Educating Other People’s Children.” In Education: Culture, Economy, and Soci-

Match on Teacher Expectations.” Economics of
Education Review 52 (June): 209–24.
Granovetter, Mark. 1985. “The Micro-structure of
School Desegregation.” In School Desegregation
Research: New Directions in Situational Analysis,
edited by Jeffrey Prager, Douglas Longshore, and
Melvin Seeman. New York: Plenum.
Guryan, Jonathan. 2004. “Desegregation and Black
Dropout Rates.” American Economic Review
94(4): 919–43.
Hanushek, Eric, John F. Kain, and Steven Rivkin.
2009. “New Evidence About Brown v. Board of
Education: The Complex Effects of School Racial
Composition on Achievement.” Journal of Labor
Economics 27(3): 349–83.
Hurtado, Sylvia. 1998. “Enhancing Campus Climates
for Racial/Ethnic Diversity: Educational Policy
and Practice.” Review of Higher Education 21(2):
279–302.
Irvine, Jacqueline. 1990. Black Students and School
Failure: Policies, Practices, and Prescriptions. New
York: Praeger Publications.

ety, edited by A. H. Halsey, Hugh Lauder, Phillip

Johnson, Monica K., Robert Crosnoe, and Glen H. El-

Brown, and Amy Stuart Wells. New York: Oxford

der Jr. 2001. “Students’ Attachment and Aca-

University Press.

demic Engagement: The Role of Race and Eth-

Du Bois, W. E. B. 1935. “Does the Negro Need Separate Schools?” Journal of Negro Education 4(3):
328–35.

nicity.” Sociology of Education 74(1): 318–40.
Kena, Grace, Lauren Musu-Gillette, Jennifer Robinson, Xiaolei Wang, Amy Rathbun, Jijun Zhang,

r s f : t h e ru s s e l l s a g e f o u n d at i o n j o u r n a l o f t h e s o c i a l s c i e n c e s

the colem a n report fif t y y ea rs l ater

162

Sidney Wilkinson-Flicker, Amy Barmer, and Erin
Dunlop Velez. 2015. “The Condition of Education
2015.” NCES 2015-144. Washington: U.S. Depart-

Oakes, Jeannie. 2005. Keeping Track: How Schools
Structure Inequality. New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press.

ment of Education, National Center for Educa-

Orfield, Gary. 2001. Schools More Separate: Conse-

tion Statistics. Available at: http://nces.ed.gov

quences of a Decade of Resegregation. Cam-

/pubsearch (accessed September 8, 2015).

bridge, Mass.: Harvard University, Civil Rights

Kluger, Richard. 1976. Simple Justice: The History of
Brown v. Board of Education and Black America’s
Struggle for Equality. New York: Knopf.

Project.
Orfield, Gary, and Erica Frankenberg, with
Jongyeoun Ye and John Kuscera. 2014. “Brown at

Kraft, Christine L. 1991. “What Makes a Successful

60: Great Progress, a Long Retreat, and an Un-

Black Student on a Predominantly White Cam-

certain Future.” Los Angeles: University of Cali-

pus?” American Educational Research Journal
28(2): 423–43.
Lamont, Michèle, and Virág Molnár. 2002. “The
Study of Boundaries in the Social Sciences.” Annual Review of Sociology 28: 167–95.
Lareau, Annette, and Erin McNamara Horvat. 1999.

fornia Civil Rights Project.
Pettigrew, Thomas F. 1998. “Intergroup Group Contact Theory.” Annual Review of Psychology 49:
65–85.
powell, john a. 2005. “A New Theory of Integrated
Education: True Integration.” In School Resegre-

“Moments of Social Inclusion and Exclusion:

gation: Must the South Turn Back? edited by John

Race, Class, and Cultural Capital in Family-

C. Boger and Gary Orfield. Chapel Hill: University

School Relationships.” Sociology of Education
72(1): 37–53.
Lewis, Amanda, and John Diamond. 2015. Despite
the Best Intentions: How Racial Inequality Thrives
in Good Schools. New York: Oxford University
Press.

of North Carolina Press.
Rosenthal, Robert, and Lenore Jacobson. 1968. Pygmalion in the Classroom: Teacher Expectations
and Pupils’ Intellectual Development. New York:
Holt, Rinehart, and Winston.
Soudien, Crain. 2001. “Certainty and Ambiguity in

Lucas, Samuel R. 2016. “First-and Second-Order
Methodological Developments from the Coleman
Report.” RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation Journal of the Social Sciences 2(5). doi: 10.7758/RSF
.2016.2.5.06.
Marsh, Herbert W., and Alison O’Mara. 2008. “Reciprocal Effects Between Academic Self-
Concept, Self-Esteem, Achievement, and Attain-

Youth Identities in South Africa: Discourses in
Transition.” Discourse: Studies in the Cultural Politics of Education 22(3): 311–27.
Steele, Claude M., and Joshua A. Aronson. 1995.
“Stereotype Threat and the Intellectual Test Performance of African Americans.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 69(5): 797–811.
Tatum, Beverly Daniel. 1997. “Why Are All the Black

ment Over Seven Adolescent Years:

Kids Sitting at the Cafeteria Table?” and Other

Unidimensional and Multidimensional Perspec-

Conversations About Race. New York: Basic

tives of Self-Concept.” Personality and Social
Psychology Bulletin 34(4): 542–52.
McIntire, Ronald G., Larry W. Hughes, and Michael
W. Say. 1982. “Houston’s Successful Desegregation Plan.” Phi Delta Kappan 63(8): 536–38.
Mickelson, Roslyn Arlin. 2001. “Subverting Swann:
First-and Second-Generation Segregation in the
Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools.” American Educational Research Journal 38(2): 215–52.
Moody, James. 2001. “Race, School Integration, and
Friendship in America.” American Journal of Sociology 107(3): 679–701.
Neckerman, Kathryn M. 2007. Schools Betrayed:

Books.
Thompson, Charles H. 1968. “Race and Equality of
Educational Opportunity: Defining the Problem.”
Journal of Negro Education 37(3): 191–203.
Tilly, Charles. 1999. Durable Inequality. Berkeley:
University of California Press.
Tyack, David. 1974. One Best System: The History of
American Urban Education. Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press.
Tyson, Karolyn. 2011. Integration Interrupted: Tracking, Black Students, and Acting White After
Brown. New York: Oxford University Press.
Vigdor, Jacob. 2011. “School Desegregation and the

Roots of Failure in Inner-City Education. Chicago:

Black-White Test Score Gap.” In Whither Oppor-

University of Chicago Press.

tunity? Rising Inequality, Schools, and Children’s

r s f : t h e ru s s e l l s a g e f o u n d at i o n j o u r n a l o f t h e s o c i a l s c i e n c e s

educ at ion a l e qua l i t y i s a m u lt i face t ed i s su e
Life Chances, edited by Greg J. Duncan and

163

Wells, Amy Stuart. 2000. “The ‘Consequences’ of

Richard J. Murnane. New York: Russell Sage

School Desegregation: The Mismatch Between

Foundation.

the Research and the Rationale.” Hastings Con-

Walton, Gregory M., and Geoffrey L. Cohen. 2007.
“A Question of Belonging: Race, Social Fit, and

stitutional Law Quarterly 28(4): 771–97.
Willie, Sarah Susannah. 2003. Acting Black: College,

Achievement.” Journal of Personality and Social

Identity, and the Performance of Race. New York:

Psychology 92(1): 82–96. doi:10.1037/0022-

Routledge.

3514.92.1.82.

r s f : t h e ru s s e l l s a g e f o u n d at i o n j o u r n a l o f t h e s o c i a l s c i e n c e s

