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FOREWORD 
By Richard D. Kahlenberg
After decades in the political wilderness, school 
integration seems poised to make a serious comeback 
as an education reform strategy.

Sixty-two years ago, Brown v. Board of Education held 
that separate schools for black and white students are 
inherently unequal. Fifty years ago, the evidence in 
the congressionally authorized Coleman Report put a 
twist on Brown, suggesting that socioeconomic school 
integration could increase academic achievement 
more than any other school strategy. But when racial 
school desegregation began to be seriously pursued in 
the early 1970s, the implementation was often clumsy. 
Federal judges ordered school children to travel across 
town to attend schools to achieve racial balance, giving 
parents no say in the matter. Families rebelled.

And so for years, we have been stuck with a tragic 
paradox: building on Coleman’s findings, a growing 
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body of research produced a social science consensus 
that school integration—by race and by socioeconomic 
status—is good for children. Simultaneously, an equally 
durable political consensus developed holding that 
nothing can be done to achieve it.

Layered on top of political concerns was a new 
legal challenge. The Supreme Court, once a strong 
supporter of school desegregation, grew increasingly 
skeptical of government programs that use race in 
decision-making. In a 2007 ruling, the Roberts Court 
struck down voluntary school desegregation efforts in 
Louisville and Seattle. To some, the decision seemed to 
spell the end to school desegregation.

Today, however, school integration—using new, more 
legally and politically palatable approaches—is getting 
a second look as an educational reform strategy.

For one thing, policymakers and scholars across the 
political spectrum are beginning to realize that ignoring 
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the social science research on the negative effects of 
concentrated school poverty is not working to close 
large achievement gaps between races and economic 
groups. Diane Ravitch and Michelle Rhee—who 
represent opposite ends of our polarized debates over 
education reform—have both recently advocated new 
measures to promote school integration to raise the 
achievement of disadvantaged students.

What can give integration real political momentum, 
however, are not the documented benefits to low-income 
students, but the emerging recognition that middle- and 
upper-class students benefit in diverse classrooms. 

As Amy Stuart Wells, Lauren Fox, and Diana 
Cordova-Cobo of Teachers College Columbia 
vividly demonstrate in this important new report, “the 
benefits of school diversity run in all directions.” There 
is increasing evidence that “diversity makes us smarter,” 
a finding that selective colleges long ago embraced 
and increasing numbers of young parents are coming 
to appreciate at the K–12 level. The authors write: 
“researchers have documented that students’ exposure 
to other students who are different from themselves 
and the novel ideas and challenges that such exposure 
brings leads to improved cognitive skills, including 
critical thinking and problem solving.”

Apart from the cognitive benefits, there are additional 
reasons increasing numbers of middle-class families 
now want to send their children to diverse schools. 
Middle-class and white Millennials realize that their 
children are growing up in a very different country, 
demographically, than previous generations. For the 
first time since the founding of the republic, a majority 
of public school K–12 pupils in the United States are 
students of color. 

Students can learn better how to navigate adulthood in 
an increasingly diverse society—a skill that employers 

value—if they attend diverse schools. Ninety-six 
percent of major employers, Wells, Fox, and Cordova-
Cobo note, say it is “important” that employees be 
“comfortable working with colleagues, customers, and/
or clients from diverse cultural backgrounds.” 

Adding to the political momentum behind integration 
are changes in the choices middle-class families are 
making in where to live. In previous generations, when 
poor urban areas were often surrounded by wealthy 
white suburbs, achieving school integration was 
logistically challenging and involved long bus rides that 
were unpopular with families. 

Today, however, many middle-class Millennials say 
they find suburban life sterile and prefer walkable 
communities. One poll, the authors note, found that 
77 percent of Millennials expressed a preference for 
urban life. This development raises new possibilities for 
integrated schooling.

Adding further to the political and legal sustainability 
of integration is the emergence of new policies that 
rely on choice and incentives rather than compulsory 
busing, and that use socioeconomic rather than racial 
indicators as the primary basis for integration. 

New policies rarely rely on compulsory busing of 
the type used in 1970s, the authors point out. They 
note, for example, that more than forty interdistrict 
magnet schools have been created in the Hartford, 
Connecticut region to serve 16,000 students in schools 
with distinctive pedagogical or thematic approaches 
that are filled through voluntary choice.

New policies that emphasize socioeconomic status 
avoid the legal impediments to using race, and 
connect to Coleman’s research findings, replicated in 
subsequent studies, that the socioeconomic status of 
classmates is a critical driver of student achievement. 
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When The Century Foundation (TCF) commissioned 
me to write a book about socioeconomic school 
integration in 1996, just two districts in the nation, 
educating about 30,000 students, were pursuing such 
policies. Today, as TCF’s Halley Potter and Kimberly 
Quick demonstrate in a new paper, “A New Wave of 
School Integration,” the number of districts and charter 
school chains using socioeconomic status as a factor 
in student assignment has risen to ninety-one. Located 
in thirty-two states, both red and blue, these districts 
educate some 4 million students.

One particularly innovative example can be found in 
New York State, where the commissioner of education 
(now acting U.S. secretary of education) John King 
created a socioeconomic integration pilot program 
to turn around struggling schools. Rather than firing 
teachers or bringing in charter school operators, as

is common in many school turnaround efforts, King’s 
innovative program seeks to invigorate schools with a 
broad cross section of students.

New policies—emphasizing choice and socioeconomic 
status—are proving popular among a new generation 
of parents. Wells, Fox and Cordova-Cobo point, 
for example, to a remarkable change in attitudes in 
Louisville, Kentucky. In the early 1970s, compulsory 
busing for racial desegregation was opposed by 
98 percent of parent. By 2011, a choice-based 
system emphasizing socioeconomic alongside racial 
integration was supported by 89 percent of parents. 

With leadership, such success stories can be 
replicated to help us move, at long last, beyond 
separate and unequal to something far better for all 
American students.
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INTRODUCTION
A growing number of parents, university officials, and 
employers want our elementary and secondary schools 
to better prepare students for our increasingly racially 
and ethnically diverse society and the global economy. 
But for reasons we cannot explain, the demands of 
this large segment of Americans have yet to resonate 
with most of our federal, state, or local policymakers. 
Instead, over the past forty years, these policy makers 
have completely ignored issues of racial segregation 
while focusing almost exclusively on high-stakes 
accountability, even as our schools have become 
increasingly segregated and unequal.

This report argues that, as our K–12 student population 
becomes more racially and ethnically diverse, the time 
is right for our political leaders to pay more attention 
to the evidence, intuition, and common sense that 
supports the importance of racially and ethnically 
diverse educational settings to prepare the next 
generation. It highlights in particular the large body of 
research that demonstrates the important educational 
benefits—cognitive, social, and emotional—for all 
students who interact with classmates from different 
backgrounds, cultures, and orientations to the world. 
This research legitimizes the intuition of millions of 
Americans who recognize that, as the nation becomes 
more racially and ethnically complex, our schools 
should reflect that diversity and tap into the benefits 
of these more diverse schools to better educate all our 
students for the twenty-first century.

The advocates of racially integrated schools understand 
that much of the recent racial tension and unrest in 
this nation—from Ferguson to Baltimore to Staten 
Island—may well have been avoided if more children 
had attended schools that taught them to address 
implicit biases related to racial, ethnic, and cultural 
differences. This report supports this argument beyond 
any reasonable doubt. 

WHY THE EMPHASIS ON THE 
EDUCATIONAL BENEFITS OF 
DIVERSITY NOW?
The call for more attention to intense racial segregation 
in our nation’s schools and communities is coming from 
parents, educators, and employers who are realigning 
their priorities and understandings in light of our 
increasingly global economy and the rapid changes in 
our nation’s demographics and migration patterns.1  For 
the first time, the K–12 student population in the United 
States is less than 50 percent white, non-Hispanic. 
Meanwhile, in many of our major metropolitan areas, 
we see large-scale migration patterns, as more black, 
Hispanic, and Asian families move to the suburbs 
and more whites return to “gentrifying” urban 
neighborhoods. In both contexts, de facto diverse 
communities are forming, if only temporarily, before 
patterns of racial segregation re-emerge.2 These recent 
developments suggest we are at a critical moment in 
history—at a juncture between a future of more racial 
unrest and a future of racial healing when our society 
can become less divided and more equal. It is also 
clear from our history that absent strong leadership 
at the federal, state, and local level to sustain diverse 
neighborhoods and schools, it is likely we will recreate 
high levels of  segregation in both urban and suburban 
contexts.3 

In this report, we review the research and reasons why, in 
the field of education in particular, policy makers should 
listen to the growing demand for more diverse public 
schools. Drawing on the research from both higher 
education and K–12 education, we demonstrate that 
there are important educational benefits to learning 
in environments with peers who grew up on the other 
side of the racial divide in this country. Indeed, in recent 
years, most of this research on the “educational benefits 
of diversity” has been conducted in colleges and 
universities and then put forth as powerful evidence to 
support affirmative action in higher education. 
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This year, as the U.S. Supreme Court considers 
affirmative action once again in the Fisher v. University 
of Texas4 case (Fisher II), it is an important moment 
to consider how those arguments translate into the 
K–12 educational context. In fact, researchers, policy 
makers, and educators in K–12 were, once upon a 
time, much more focused on the problem of racial 
segregation than they have been in recent decades. 
This shift in focus is due in large part, we argue, to the 
changing policy context in elementary and secondary 
education over the last several decades—away from 
school desegregation policy and toward a focus on 
outcomes and accountability in racially, ethnically, 
and socioeconomically segregated settings. In fact, 
the emphasis in K–12 education on narrow student 
achievement measures has moved the entire field 
away from examining cultural issues related to race, 
ethnicity, and the social and emotional development 
of children.5 Given the demographic and attitudinal 
changes discussed above, now is the time to refocus 
the K–12 agenda on issues of racial, ethnic, and 
socioeconomic integration and the educational 
benefits that accrue from students learning from each 
other in diverse schools and classrooms. We use the 
term racial “integration” and not “desegregation” to 
convey that we mean something more than merely 
moving students to balance racial enrollments. When 
we discuss the research evidence on the educational 
benefits of diversity, we are talking about a more 
meaningful form of racial and ethnic integration, leading 
to greater mutual respect, understanding, and empathy 
across racial lines.6

This report provides an overview of the forces within the 
K–12 educational system—demographic, educational, 
and political—that could help move our public school 
system into the twenty-first century on issues of racial/
ethnic diversity and the educational benefits of teaching 
and learning in diverse schools and classrooms. While 
we do not deny the many factors working against the 
creation and sustainability of more diverse schools and 

classrooms, we believe that K–12 researchers, policy 
makers, and parents should pay more attention to the 
arguments put forth in higher education court cases 
regarding the educational benefits to all students. 
Furthermore, we argue that there already exists a body 
of research in K–12 education that similarly supports 
an argument in favor of the educational benefits of 
diversity, but that unlike the higher education research, 
it has been largely ignored in recent years. 

In light of recent events of racial profiling, police 
shootings, campus unrest, and the rise of a movement 
that sadly seeks to remind us of the self-evident fact 
that “Black Lives Matter,” such interracial respect, 
understanding, and empathy is what we should all 
strive for in our increasingly diverse society. There is 
no institution better suited to touch the lives of millions 
of members of the next generation than our public 
schools. This report will give voice to the millions who 
can envision this future for K–12 education and help 
us get there. 

EVIDENCE ON THE 
EDUCATIONAL BENEFITS OF 
DIVERSITY: HIGHER EDUCATION 
V. K–12 EDUCATION
Tracing the history of public policies to create racially 
diverse schools and universities in America—most 
notably school desegregation in K–12 and affirmative 
action in higher education—from the mid-twentieth 
through the early twenty-first century, we see 
important distinctions between these two educational 
sectors. These distinctions help us explain why, at a 
time of increasing racial and ethnic diversity in the 
school age and young adult population in the United 
States, the policies of K–12 and higher education seem 
so completely disconnected regarding how to address 
these demographics changes. 

We argue that particularly in the last twenty-five years, 
the higher education and K–12 paths have drifted apart 
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on the issues of campus, school, and classroom level 
diversity (see Figure 1). This difference is grounded in 
at least two key factors:

1. The Research-Jurisprudence Alliance in Higher 
Education. An alliance of the higher education 
jurisprudence on affirmative action, and the 
higher education research on the educational 
benefits of diversity has strengthened colleges 
and universities’ commitment to racially diverse 
student bodies and educational settings in 
which students learn from each other across 
cultural boundaries.

In the K–12 arena, on the other hand, the 
jurisprudence and the research alliances around 
school desegregation policy have focused less 
on the educational benefits of diverse classrooms 
in which students can learn from classmates with 
different backgrounds and perspectives and 
more on the potentially beneficial “outcomes” 
of racially balanced or “desegregated” public 
schools as measured by test scores, graduation 
rates, and the like. These benefits are real and 
substantial, but this focus on student outcomes 
almost exclusively as the central measure of 
equal educational opportunity, has, in the long 
run, led to less emphasis on the educational 
experiences of students in racially diverse 
schools and classroom, and thus, fewer efforts 
to support integration efforts. 

2. The Recent Policy Context of K–12 Education. 
There are several political reasons for the 
distinctions between higher education and K–12 
education, not the least of which is the heavy-
handed, test-based accountability system that 
has been implemented in the K–12 system over 
the last twenty-five years. In this era of what 
some have referred to as “neo-Plessyism”—

an emphasis on “separate but equal”—in 
K–12 education, the policy focus has been on 
educating all students to high standards and 
closing achievement gaps as measured by 
standardized tests wherever they are, in racially 
isolated schools or not. In fact, many policy 
makers on both sides of the aisle believe the 
standards and accountability movement 
should assure that all students have access to 
a challenging curriculum, no matter what the 
racial make-up of their classmates may be.7

This policy context, coupled with the place-based nature 
of K–12 education amid severe residential segregation, 
highly fragmented school districts, and the limitations 
on interdistrict desegregation remedies after the 1974 
Supreme Court decision in Milliken v. Bradley,8  add up 
to a public educational system that is simultaneously 
becoming increasingly diverse in terms of its student 
population and increasingly segregated and unequal.9 

In other words, in the past few decades, prominent higher 
educational leaders, lawyers, and researchers have worked 
together to support race-conscious admissions policies, 
allowing college campuses to remain more racially and 
culturally diverse than most of the public schools their 
students attended prior to attending college. Meanwhile, 
college admissions offices and campus tour guides 
consistently cite the diversity of the student body as a 
major asset that enhances the learning of all students 
in higher education. While our colleges and universities 
still have much work to do to make their campuses more 
diverse and more welcoming to students of all racial, 
ethnic and socioeconomic backgrounds, at least there has 
been institutional support for race-conscious admissions 
policies, which is a sharp contrast to the policy focus 
in K–12 education for the past twenty-five years. The 
question then becomes: How might K–12 educational 
policy makers and researchers play a role in bridging the 
higher education-K–12 divide on these issues?
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FIGURE 1
TIMELINE OF HIGHER EDUCATION AND K–12 EDUCATIONAL 
RESEARCH, POLICY, AND LEGAL STRATEGY ON ISSUES OF 
RACIAL/ETHNIC DIVERSITY 

Prior to 
1955

Early Affirmative Action/Desegregation Litigation

Sweatt v. Painter (Higher Ed) 
McLaurin v. Oklahoma State Regents for Higher Education (Higher Ed)
Brown v. Board of Education (K-12)

Across all of these cases, researchers and lawyers pressed for an emphasis on:
1. Tangible Factors: equal access for all students to buildings, resources, faculty 
2. Intangible Factors: Status, prestige and the reputation of the institutions; association with 
other students (future alum); and changing the “hearts and minds” of all students 

Late 1950s 
to Early 
1970s

Implementation and Ongoing Litigation

Focus in K-12 and Higher Education on student assignment/ admissions, racial balance and 
outcomes (test scores, graduation rates, etc.)

Greater focus on things that could be counted (Tangible Factors); Less focus on Intangible 
Factors, including sociocultural issues on campuses and in classroooms

Late 1970s 
to 1990s 

Post-Milliken and Post-Bakke
Access/Admissions issues (Tangible Factors) become more complicated

Focus on Intangible Factors (hearts and minds), including campus hostility related to race; campus 
climate and inter-racial understanding; Curriculum and pedagogical issues, including ethnic 
studies , sociocultural issues within classes and detracking movement that addressed the social 
construction of ability

Mid 1990s 
to Today

K-12 Policy and Context Works 
Against Promoting the Education 
Benefits of Diversity

1. Fragmented school districts and inter-
district segregation
2. Accountability over diversity: Neo-
Plessyism
3. School desegregation litigation wanes 
and remains focused on 14th Amendment 
issues 
4. Most educational research on socio-
cultural issues in K-12 pedagogy not 
connected to desegregation/diversity

Higher Education Focus on 
Educational  Benefits of Diversity 

Growing body of research to supports 
evolving litigation on affirmative action and 
1st Amendment rights of universities; higher 
education leaders champion the arguments 
re: preparing students for global economy and 
society

Source: Compiled by authors.
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TAKEAWAYS FROM THE HIGHER 
EDUCATION RESEARCH ON 
THE EDUCATIONAL BENEFITS 
OF DIVERSITY FOR K–12 
EDUCATIONAL POLICY 
AND PRACTICE
Since the Regents of the University of California 
v. Bakke10 Supreme Court ruling in 1978, federal 
judges’ understanding of the societal value of racially, 
ethnically, and culturally diverse university campuses 
has been strongly influenced by social science research 
on the positive relationship between student learning 
and exposure to peers of different backgrounds.11 This 
research continues to inform jurisprudence and public 
policy on affirmative action in higher education.12

Thus, in recent years, when federal judges have been less 
likely to support remedial arguments for affirmative action 
in higher education,13 the research on the “educational 
benefits of diversity” has become even more central to 
legal arguments put forth by universities whose race-
conscious affirmative action policies are being challenged 
by white plaintiffs. These arguments are couched in a First 
Amendment argument about the rights of universities 
to define their educational settings, an argument put 
forth by university leaders and grounded in social science 
research.14  For instance, in an amicus brief filed in the 
Fisher II (2015) case this fall, a group of highly selective 
institutions, including Brown, Columbia, Princeton, 
Stanford, and Yale Universities, strongly supported race-
conscious admissions policies intended to make their 
student bodies more racially and ethnically diverse. 

Buttressing these arguments on the part of the 
universities is a growing body of evidence demonstrating 
several key academic and social outcomes related to 
student diversity on college campuses. The central 
takeaway from this scholarship is that students who 
attend colleges and universities with more racially and 
ethnically diverse student bodies are said to be exposed 

to a wider array of experiences, outlooks, and ideas that 
can potentially enhance the education of all students.15   
In fact, the majority of amicus briefs filed in the Fisher II 
case prior to oral arguments before the U.S. Supreme 
Court support, bolster, and enhance prior research 
findings demonstrating the educational benefits of 
racially and ethnically diverse college campuses.16  

Below we present key quotes and highlights from these 
briefs, organized into the most positive outcomes for all 
students on diverse campuses: 

Enhanced Learning Outcomes for Students in 
Diverse Educational Contexts
Several amicus briefs in the Fisher II case underscore 
that research more strongly than ever supports the 
benefits of college diversity and demonstrates that 
exposure to diversity enhances critical thinking and 
problem-solving ability, while also improving several 
other attributes related to academic success, including 
student satisfaction and motivation, general knowledge, 
and intellectual self-confidence.17 One brief states “a 
diverse student population creates a richer learning 
environment because students learn most from those 
who have very different life experiences from theirs.”18 

Another brief argues that researchers have documented 
that students’ exposure to other students who are 
different from themselves and the novel ideas and 
challenges that such exposure brings leads to improved 
cognitive skills, including critical thinking and problem-
solving.19 In addition, there is evidence that college 
students who experience positive interactions with 
students from different racial backgrounds results in more 
open minds and engaging classroom conversations. And 
improved learning actually occurs in these classrooms 
because abstract concepts are tied directly to concrete 
examples drawn from a range of experiences.20  

Beyond the ways that diversity helps all higher 
education students, there are benefits for “nonminority” 
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white students specifically, as well as students of color. 
For instance, the American Psychological Association’s 
brief reviewed evidence that the “negative effects 
associated with insufficient racial diversity extend to 
members of nonminority groups,” most notably the 
persistence of implicit bias toward members of minority 
racial groups that interferes with the educational 
process. Recent events across the country concerning 
policing and campus unrest have raised more 
awareness of implicit, subconscious biases and how they 
can produce discriminatory behavior. Indeed, the APA’s 
brief notes that implicit biases can also disrupt cognitive 
functioning for members of both the majority and 
minority, as well-intentioned students exert significant 
mental effort “in order to combat the expression of 
stereotypes and negative attitudes that are often 
activated automatically and unintentionally.”21  Efforts to 
manage negative thoughts inhibit mental capacity by 
occupying the brain’s executive function and depleting 
cognitive resources related to attention and control.22 
Proactive efforts to increase campus diversity can 
significantly reduce this implicit bias and its detrimental 
effects.23 White students in particular benefit from 
racially and ethnically diverse learning contexts in that 
the presence of students of color stimulates an increase 
in the complexity with which students—especially 
white students—approach a given issue. When white 
students are in racially homogeneous groups, no such 
cognitive stimulation occurs. Research shows that “the 
mere inclusion of different perspectives, and especially 
divergent ones, in any course of discussion leads to 
the kind of learning outcomes (for example, critical 
thinking, perspective-taking) that educators, regardless 
of field, are interested in.”24 

Diversity benefits that are more specific to the academic 
benefits of students of color include the decreased risk of 
experiencing stereotyping and discrimination, which can 
otherwise undermine black, Latino, and Asian students’ 
academic achievement on less diverse college campuses. 

“Isolation, subordination, and negative stereotyping are 
commonplace in settings where minority numbers are 
especially low and the norms and behaviors of majority 
groups dominate.”25  These experiences become less 
prevalent and less detrimental to black, Latino, and Asian 
students when campuses are more diverse and minority 
students are not tokens, thereby enhancing their learning 
experience and outcomes. 

Increased Intercultural and Cross-Racial 
Knowledge, Understanding, and Empathy
In addition to the robust social science evidence on the 
positive relationship between student body diversity 
and academic outcomes, there is a similarly impressive 
body of research supporting the correlation between 
campus and classroom diversity and an enhanced 
ability of students to exhibit interracial understanding, 
empathy, and an ability to live with and learn from 
people of diverse backgrounds. The amicus brief filed 
by Brown and other elite universities in the Fisher II 
case highlights that “diversity encourages students to 
question their assumptions, to understand that wisdom 
may be found in unexpected voices, and to gain an 
appreciation of the complexity of today’s world.”26 

Other research includes analyses of how racially 
diverse educational settings are effective in reducing 
prejudice, by promoting greater contact between 
students of different races—both informally and in 
classroom settings—and by encouraging relationships 
and friendships across group lines.27 

The takeaway for policy makers in the K–12 education 
context is that there is extensive and solid evidence 
that intergroup contact and cross-racial interaction 
improves interracial attitudes toward an entire group 
and reduces prejudice and the implicit biases discussed 
above.  Indeed, as we discuss below, research on these 
issues in K–12 education with similar findings was, at one 
time, far more central to policy debates in elementary 
and secondary education.
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Better Preparation for Employment 
in the Global Economy
Throughout the recent briefs in the Fisher II case, and 
building on an already rich body of social science evidence 
amassed for this and prior affirmative action cases, 
university officials and business leaders argue that diverse 
college campuses and classrooms prepare students for 
life, work, and leadership in a more global economy by 
fostering leaders who are creative, collaborative, and able 
to navigate deftly in dynamic, multicultural environments.29 

A brief filed by nearly half of the Fortune 100 companies, 
including Apple, Johnson & Johnson, and Starbucks, 
argued that to succeed in a global economy, they must 
hire highly trained employees of all races, religions, 
cultures, and economic backgrounds. They noted 
that it is also critical that “all of their university-trained 
employees” enter the workforce with experience in 
sharing ideas, experiences, viewpoints, and approaches 
with diverse groups of people. In fact, such cross-cultural 
skills are a “business and economic imperative,” given 
that they must operate in national and global economies 
that are increasingly diverse. A workforce trained in a 
diverse environment is critical to their business success. 
Such college graduates, companies argue, provide more 
creative approaches to problem-solving by integrating 
different perspectives and moving beyond linear, 
conventional thinking. Employees are: 

better equipped to understand a wider variety 
of consumer needs, including needs specific 
to particular groups, and thus to develop 
products and services that appeal to a variety 
of consumers and to market those offerings in 
appealing ways; they are better able to work 
productively with business partners, employees, 
and clients in the United States and around 
the world; and they are likely to generate a 
more positive work environment by decreasing 
incidents of discrimination and stereotyping.30

Diverse educational environments also enhance 
students’ leadership skills, among other skills that are 
helpful when working in racially, ethnically, and culturally 
diverse workplaces. A longitudinal study found that the 
more often first-year college students are exposed to 
diverse educational settings, the greater their “gains in 
leadership skills, psychological well-being, intellectual 
engagement, and intercultural effectiveness.”31 Indeed, 
the APA brief argues, in addition to obvious academic 
pursuits, colleges and universities also prepare students 
to be effective economic and political leaders on local, 
national, and global levels. “Effective leadership begins 
with prejudice reduction.”32

Increased “Democratic Outcomes,” including 
Engagement in Political Issues and Participation in 
Democratic Processes
And finally, students’ experiences in diverse classrooms 
can provide the kind of cross-cultural dialogue that 
prepares them for citizenship in a multifaceted 
society.33 Students develop improved civic attitudes 
toward democratic participation, civic behaviors such 
as participating in community activities, and intentions 
to participate in civic activities resulting from diverse 
learning experiences. One meta-analysis synthesized 
twenty-seven studies on the effects of diversity on 
civic engagement and concluded that college diversity 
experiences are, in fact, positively related to increased 
civic engagement.

The four findings listed above are the most robust, but 
there is additional evidence of other positive results 
that flow from creating racially, ethnically, and culturally 
diverse learning environments for students. Research 
clearly and strongly supports a legal or policy argument 
in favor of greater student diversity on college campuses 
as a mechanism to potentially enhance the educational 
experiences of all students.34 And this is not solely 
the conclusion of those who study higher education. 
Drawing on decades of research from organizational 
scientists, psychologists, sociologists, economists, 
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and demographers, an article in Scientific American 
argues that diversity even enhances creativity and 
actually encourages the search for novel information 
and perspectives, leading to better decision making 
and problem solving. Therefore, diversity can improve 
the bottom line of companies and lead to unfettered 
discoveries and breakthrough innovations. “Even 
simply being exposed to diversity can change the way 
you think.”35  

Moving from Whether to How
As the list of benefits of diversity in higher education 
and in the workplace continue to accrue, diversity on 
college campuses is seen not just as an end in and 
of itself, but rather an educational process. In fact, 
some research in higher education has shifted away 
from questions about whether students benefit from 
diverse learning environments in their post-secondary 
institutions to questions about how universities can 
foster the best conditions to maximize that impact.36

Hopefully, the question of how universities and 
their faculty can support the development of these 
educational benefits in classrooms and assignments will 
foster an examination of the level and nature of student 
engagement in the learning process. For instance, 
diverse student bodies in higher education classrooms 
are more likely to produce the above-noted outcomes 
when group discussions in classrooms are focused on 
an issue with generally different racial viewpoints—for 
example, the death penalty.37 Indeed, students benefit 
the most from racially and ethnically diverse campuses—
inside and outside the classroom—when a set of 
mutually supportive and reinforcing experiences occur.38 
These research findings should help inform higher 
education officials when they consider and address 
the type of student frustration and campus unrest we 
have witnessed at the University of Missouri, Yale, and 
Princeton in recent months. This shifts discourse from 
an emphasis on what students know to an additional 

focus on whether they know how to think and, more 
importantly, whether they are acquiring the skills needed 
to live and work in the twenty-first century. A twenty-
first century education, it’s argued, is best accomplished 
through intentional educational practices that are 
integrated in nature, provide experiences that challenge 
students’ own embedded world views, and encourage 
application of knowledge to contemporary problems.39

 
These new developments in higher educational 
research on how to foster the educational benefits of 
diversity are still evolving and in many ways actually 
pick up where the K–12 research left off in the 1990s, 
during which the policy focus for elementary and 
secondary education shifted away from issues of racial 
and ethnic diversity. In the following section we consider 
the evidence—old and new—within the K–12 research 
literature that we argue can be more tightly connected 
to and inspired by the important higher education work 
on diversity and learning. 

THE K–12 EDUCATIONAL 
RESEARCH ON SCHOOL 
DESEGREGATION OUTCOMES
A robust body of research related to K–12 school 
desegregation and its positive outcomes was 
developed following the success of federal courts and 
officials in implementing more than three hundred 
school desegregation plans in the 1970s and 1980s. 
This included an examination of both the short- 
and long-term outcomes of attending racially and 
socioeconomically integrated schools. The main focus 
of most of this research, however, has been on the 
short-term academic performance (measured primarily 
by test scores) of students attending racially diverse 
versus racially segregated schools. Many studies have 
examined the impact of school desegregation on the 
achievement of African American students; some have 
also measured outcomes on other racial/ethnic groups. 
An examination of issues related to the “educational 
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benefits of diversity” has included looking at the 
relationship between attending a desegregated public 
school and students’ social and civic engagement, 
inter-group relations, emotional well-being, and life 
course trajectories.40

Closing the Achievement Gap
The bulk of the K–12 educational research on 
the impact of school racial and socioeconomic 
composition on measurable academic outcomes 
documents that attending racially segregated, high-
poverty schools has a strong negative association with 
students’ academic achievement (often measured 
through grade-level reading and math test scores).41 
Attending racially diverse schools is beneficial to all 
students and is associated with smaller test score gaps 
between students of different racial backgrounds, not 
because white student achievement declined, but 
rather that black and/or Hispanic student achievement 
increased.42  In fact, the racial achievement gap in K–12 
education closed more rapidly during the peak years of 
school desegregation than they have overall during the 
more recent era in which desegregation policies were 
dismantled and replaced by accountability policies.43  

We see this in a local context in Hartford, Connecticut, 
where racially diverse interdistrict magnet schools were 
created by the Capital Region Education Council 
(CREC) in the greater Hartford area. As Figures 2 and 
3 illustrate, these “CREC interdistrict magnet schools,” 
which draw black and Latino students from the city 
of Hartford and white students from the suburbs, are 
closing the achievement gap between students of 
different racial and ethnic backgrounds. Indeed, 2013 
state reading test scores in CREC regional magnet 
schools showed that the gap between black and white 
and between Latino and white students was eliminated 
in the third grade. The same was true between Latino 
and white students’ scores in fifth grade reading. 
Additionally, by tenth grade the gap in scores between 

students from low-income families and other students 
shrunk to just under 5 percentage points in reading 
in interdistrict magnet schools, compared to 28 
percentage points at the state level. Taken together, 
the achievement gaps between students of different 
races in these regional, interdistrict magnet schools are 
significantly smaller than the state overall. 44

While there are a handful of studies that challenge the 
link between school desegregation policy and positive 
academic outcomes, they represent only a small slice of 
the literature.45 As we argue below, it is highly likely that 
any less-than-positive short-term academic outcomes 
of desegregation reported are related to complex issues 
of implementation and a lack of attention, particularly 
in the early years of school desegregation, to students’ 
overall experiences within schools.

Furthermore, these positive academic outcomes, 
particularly the closing of the achievement gap, 
make sense given that integrating schools leads 
to more equitable access to important resources 
such as structural facilities, highly qualified teachers, 
challenging courses, private and public funding, and 
social and cultural capital.46 

Other research has examined academic outcomes of 
racially segregated and diverse schooling that are closely 
tied to students’ post-secondary careers and college 
trajectories. The gap in SAT scores between black and 
white students is larger in segregated districts, and one 
study showed that change from complete segregation 
to complete integration in a district would reduce as 
much as one quarter of the SAT score disparity.47 

For one thing, the educational expectations from 
school staff and performance of students who attend 
racially integrated schools are significantly higher than 
those of staff and students from racially segregated 
schools.48 This also means that students themselves 
hold higher educational aspirations than their peers 
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FIGURE 2
SUBGROUP COMPARISONS FOR MATH ACHIEVEMENT GAP 
IN HARTFORD-AREA INTERDISTRICT MAGNET SCHOOLS
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FIGURE 3
SUBGROUP COMPARISONS FOR READING ACHIEVEMENT GAP
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who attend racially segregated schools.49 Further, 
dropout rates are significantly higher for students in 
segregated, high-poverty schools.50 During the height 
of desegregation in the 1970s and 1980s, dropout rates 
decreased for minority students, and the greatest 
decline in dropout rates occurred in districts with the 
greatest reductions in school segregation.51 More 
recently, the interdistrict magnet programs in Hartford, 
on average, recorded far higher graduation rates than 
even some of the more affluent suburban districts in 
the region. This can be largely connected to an overall 
improved school climate in racially integrated schools.52 
These schools not only have lower levels of violence 
and social disorder than segregated schools,53 but they 
are also more likely to have stable staffs composed of 
highly qualified teachers—the single most important 
resource for academic achievement.54

Additional Benefits, Including Learning Outcomes 
and Interracial Understanding for All Students
The findings on the racial achievement gap are particularly 
notable given that school desegregation policy was 
too often implemented without much attention to 
students’ day-to-day experiences within racially mixed 
schools. There has been no distinction drawn as to how 
different student outcomes were related to the various 
ways in which students experienced desegregation in 
their schools and communities.55  Most early research 
said nothing about the local context of desegregation 
or how students’ experiences within racially diverse 
schools were shaped by the actions and attitudes of 
educators. Thus, the degree to which all students were 
treated equally or had teachers with high expectations 
for them was not a factor, despite the impact of such 
factors on student achievement data. Further, this 
early literature failed to calculate the prevalence of 
segregation within individual schools via tracking, or the 
extent to which black and white students were exposed 
to the same curriculum.56 Despite this lack of focus on 
what happens within diverse schools, the outcome data 

in K–12—as with higher education—still demonstrates 
that diverse educational experiences lead to positive 
learning outcomes and better intergroup relationships. 
A growing body of research suggests that the benefits 
of K–12 school diversity indeed flow in all directions—to 
white and middle-class students as well as to minority 
and low-income pupils. For instance, we know that 
diverse classrooms, in which students learn cooperatively 
alongside those whose perspectives and backgrounds 
are different from their own, are beneficial to all students, 
including middle-class white students, because they 
promote creativity, motivation, deeper learning, critical 
thinking, and problem-solving skills.57 These skills that 
students gain from diverse learning environments are in 
line with what policy-makers say should be among the 
primary focuses of K–12 education.58 They are also skills 
that are highly desired by employers.59 

In addition, there is a pedagogical value inherent 
in having multiple vantage points represented in 
classrooms to help all students think critically about 
their own views and to develop greater tolerance for 
different ways of understanding issues. It allows for 
positive academic outcomes for all students exposed 
to these diverse viewpoints.60 Much of the research on 
higher education cited before applies to the elementary 
and secondary educational context. For instance, 
evidence on how the persistence of implicit bias toward 
members of minority racial groups can interfere with the 
educational process by disrupting cognitive functioning 
for members of both the majority and minority could 
certainly apply to elementary and secondary students 
as well.61 Also, the finding that efforts to increase 
university campus diversity can significantly reduce 
implicit bias and its detrimental effects would no doubt 
apply to K–12 schools and would carry over to apply to 
students experiences in higher education.62 

Similarly, since white students in particular have been 
shown to benefit from racially and ethnically diverse 
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learning contexts because the presence of students 
of color stimulates an increase in the complexity with 
which white students approach a given issue through 
the inclusion of different and divergent perspectives, 
this would most likely hold true if tested in a high 
school, discussion-based classroom. In short, the better 
overall learning outcomes that take place in diverse 
classrooms—for example, critical thinking, perspective-
taking—would no doubt apply in high schools as well.63  
If Phillips is right in her conclusion64 that diversity makes 
us smarter, why wouldn’t it also make us smarter earlier, 
starting in elementary school and certainly in high 
school as well?

In fact, in a prior era of American history, when 
hundreds of school districts were implementing school 
desegregation policies, there had been a focus, albeit 
small, on “intergroup contact” in K–12 public schools. 
It showed that while racial segregation and isolation 
can perpetuate racial fear, prejudice, and stereotypes, 
intergroup contact and critical cross-racial dialogue 
can help to ameliorate these problems.65 More recently, 
attention has pointed to the role that diverse schools 
play in preparing students to live in a multicultural 
society—particularly in terms of promoting interracial 
understanding and comfort, friendship building, and 
fostering civic and democratic engagement.66 Further, a 
longitudinal study on the link between K–12 and post-
secondary exposure to diverse learning environments 
showed that the positive relationship between diversity 
in higher education and outcomes related to satisfaction, 
well-being, and racial attitudes are stronger among 
students who had already had more experiences with 
diverse learning environments before college.67 

This suggests a strong and powerful link between K–12 
and higher education experiences when it comes to 
students’ educational benefits of attending diverse 
schools. Still, as with the higher education research, we 
need to more fully explore not only the what of K–12 

school diversity, but also the how—how do elementary 
and secondary school educators create classrooms 
that facilitate the development of these educational 
benefits of diversity for all students? To answer this 
critical question, we need to look at yet another body of 
K–12 research from the desegregation era and beyond. 

HOW PUBLIC SCHOOLS CAN 
HELP FOSTER THE EDUCATIONAL 
BENEFIT OF DIVERSITY
Perhaps the ultimate irony of the current lack of focus 
on the educational benefits of diversity within racially 
and ethnically diverse public schools is that prior to the 
rise of the accountability movement in K–12 education, 
there had been an intentional focus on multicultural 
education that explored curricular improvements and 
teaching issues within racially diverse schools. Much 
like higher education’s shift in focus from questions 
of “why” to “how” university faculty can foster the 
educational benefits of diversity within racially and 
ethnically diverse classrooms, the K–12 research on 
school desegregation had also started to shift focus 
from student outcomes to exploring within-school 
segregation and the curriculum and teaching issues 
related to racially and ethnically diverse schools.68 It was 
trying to understand the “how” as well.

Intergroup Relations
Indeed, by the late 1970s and early 1980s, a small 
cadre of researchers was going inside of schools and 
trying to understand the “how and why” aspects of 
student experiences in desegregated schools. Much 
of this work focused on how students interacted across 
racial and ethnic groups—what is commonly called 
“intergroup” relations—and was conducted primarily by 
sociologists, social psychologists, and anthropologists. 
They raised important issues about how school 
desegregation policies should be implemented to 
create successful desegregated schools.69 They also 
helped to illustrate the so-called second generation 
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issues of school desegregation; that is, the process of 
placing African American students in low-level classes 
separated from their white peers. This research was 
also methodologically distinct—consisting mainly of 
qualitative, in-depth case studies that focused on the 
process of school desegregation and the context in 
which it unfolded.70 

Through looking at students’ intergroup relations and 
how educators could create conditions that would 
foster intergroup understanding, the research stressed 
the importance of the equalization of academic status 
between students across racial groups in a manner that 
enabled students to learn from each other and thus 
experience the educational benefits of diversity.71  

Perhaps the most prolific of the researchers on intergroup 
relations was Elizabeth Cohen,72 who examined the 
experiences of students within desegregated schools 
and how educators could create learning conditions 
that would foster intergroup understanding and an 
equalization of academic status (often otherwise 
correlated with racial background). Like the most recent 
work in higher education and efforts to understand 
“how” to achieve the educational benefits of diversity, 
Cohen focused on pedagogical practices that enabled 
students to learn from each other.73 In keeping with the 
need for a more contextual approach to studying school 
desegregation, Cohen wrote: 

The more I have studied the desegregated 
situation, the more I have come to understand 
that what happens to children inside a particular 
desegregated school is a product of changing 
socio-historical forces which brought that 
particular school to the “desegregated” state, 
a product of the status and power relations 
of minority to majority in the society and 
community, as well as a product of social and 
structural forces within the school.74

Understanding these status and power relations 
outside of schools and how they permeated the 
classroom walls was central to Cohen’s efforts to 
construct learning experiences for students in which 
these external forces of differential status were 
minimized as much as possible. Psychologist Gordon 
Allport long ago described a “contact hypothesis” in his 
1954 book The Nature of Prejudice, in which he argued 
that racial and other forms of prejudice can be reduced 
through equal-status contact of members of one or 
more racial/ethnic groups in the pursuit of common 
goals.75 The “equal-status” and “common goals” aspect 
of this hypothesis are central to the sort of intergroup 
contact that can facilitate fundamental changes in the 
way students make sense of each other and question 
stereotypes they may have heard from adults and 
peers. Public schools, therefore, are the natural setting 
in which such contact can occur. Few other institutions 
have the potential to bring students together across 
racial, ethnic, and social class lines to facilitate active 
learning to reduce prejudice. Much of this later school 
desegregation research helped to illustrate many of 
the problems associated with implementing school 
desegregation, including within-school “resegregation” 
via tracking and grouping. It highlighted very complex 
issues related to teachers’ attitudes and beliefs about 
the ability of black students to succeed, as well as their 
willingness to talk about race as a salient issue within 
their schools and classrooms. There was a need to 
illustrate this complexity of desegregation and teaching 
in racially diverse classes, the day-to-day experiences of 
students in racially mixed schools, and a greater focus on 
the “sociocultural” dimensions of schooling as students 
are coming together across racial/ethnic lines, often for 
the first time. Teachers were found to have inconsistent 
views about African American students’ potential to 
learn and conform to the dominant school culture.76 In 
another study of a desegregated middle school, it was 
actually taboo for faculty or students to talk about race, 
as if it did not shape the daily experiences of students.77 



17The Century Foundation | tcf.org

Other intergroup relations studies focused more on 
the psychological impact of school desegregation 
on students, particularly African American students. 
They tend to be inconclusive, because they imply 
a relationship between the particular conditions 
established within racially mixed schools and the ways 
in which children come to see themselves vis-a-vis 
students of other racial groups.78 Like the research on 
student achievement, studies examining students’ self-
esteem and/or racial attitudes suffered from the same 
central problem; They generally lacked contextual data 
to help explain how different students were experiencing 
school desegregation in different schools and how 
that influenced the way in which they understood 
themselves and others. Tracking and ability grouping 
in desegregated schools often perpetuated within-
school segregation across race and class lines. Again, 
identified as second-generation desegregation issues, 
this was starting to be addressed in schools across the 
country and drawing more attention from researchers 
by the 1990s and early 2000s. In examining the impact 
of tracking within racially diverse schools, qualitative 
researchers emphasized the importance of social 
and cultural factors such as how teachers perceived 
students’ academic ability, who was considered popular 
or good looking, and whose perspective, background, 
and experiences were most valued in classroom 
discussions. Despite educators’ pronouncements 
to be “colorblind” and to treat all students equally, 
differential treatment according to race was the norm, 
even when different-race students had the same prior 
achievement and social-class backgrounds.79 Today we 
call such differential treatment by educators or police 
officers “implicit bias.”80 

Woven throughout this within-school segregation/
desegregation literature was a deepening emphasis 
on the critical need for racially diverse schools and 
classrooms to address sociocultural issues related to 
whose knowledge, understanding, and meaning is 

valued in academic settings. Overall, there had been 
a lack of attention paid in older “outcomes-focused” 
desegregation research to what happened inside of 
schools and classrooms, especially as it related to the 
dignity of students of color.81 Interestingly, insights and 
deeper understandings of how to create meaningful and 
more equal intergroup relations within racially diverse 
public schools were being written at the same time as 
the jurisprudence related to school desegregation was 
being reversed, and levels of racial segregation within 
schools and whole school districts were increasing.82 

While this particular literature did include many 
appropriate and well-placed criticisms of what was and 
was not happening pedagogically within these racially 
and ethnically diverse classrooms, it did not offer many 
suggestions regarding the appropriate pedagogy for 
these classes. That came from yet another body of 
related work in the area of multicultural education. 

Multicultural Education and Culturally Relevant 
Pedagogy: The Curriculum and Teaching Strand 
of Successful Diverse Schools
As sociologists and others were examining the structural 
issues of resegregation within racially diverse schools 
and trying to understand their impact on intergroup 
relations and students’ sense of marginalization in 
the 1980s and 1990s in particular, other researchers 
and educators were coming up with instructional 
strategies and curricula to address the sociocultural 
issues discussed above. Much of it falls under the 
broad umbrella of “multicultural education” and echoes 
the calls within the higher education literature for more 
focus on the “how” of the educational benefits of 
diversity in higher education.83  

Perhaps the broadest definition of multicultural 
education comes from one of the best-known authors 
in this area, James Banks, who argued that its central 
goal is to “help all students to acquire the knowledge, 
attitudes, and skills needed to function effectively in a 
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pluralistic democratic society and to interact, negotiate, 
and communicate with peoples from diverse groups in 
order to create a civic and moral community that works 
for the common good.”84

 
Framed around the changing demographics of this 
country and the backdrop of policies such as school 
desegregation that created more racially and culturally 
diverse schools and classrooms with a complex cultural 
make up, multicultural education was attuned to a wide 
range of issues, including the cultural orientations of 
students’ families and issues of linguistics. Broadly defined 
as a research agenda “to unpack the cultural variable” so 
that differentiating characteristics within cultures could 
be understood by educators teaching diverse groups of 
students,85 multicultural education and the exploration 
of cultural issues in schools analyzed students’ culture in 
terms of its variable influence on individuals, in contrast 
to approaches which assign an equal value to culture 
for all members of a group.86  “This kind of finer-grained 
analysis of cultural and community life allows educators 
to more clearly recognize the daily cultural life of the 
individual child and how it relates to their understanding 
of history, literature, science, and even math.”87

At the same time that multicultural education was 
emphasizing this “finer-grained analysis” of the 
cultural lives of individual students, it was also linked 
conceptually to an emphasis within curriculum and 
teaching on the societal implications of culturally 
diverse nations, with racially and ethnically diverse 
schools often seen as microcosms of that nation. 
These cultural issues connected more tightly to a 
look at the process of preparing teachers—particularly 
white teachers—to work in racially diverse schools as 
part of a larger effort to encourage white Americans 
to reconsider their “whiteness.”88 Pedagogical issues 
around cultural diversity in schools and classrooms 
also connect to issues of democracy and democratic 
learning.89 This multicultural education literature, itself 
an important body of work in K–12 education—echoed 

in the higher education literature cited above—on the 
democratic goals of education and how they relate 
to racial and ethnic diversity. Critical work on the 
democratic goals of education echoes not only the 
concept of multicultural education, but also issues of 
democracy and pedagogy on racially diverse college 
campuses.90 Indeed, there is a crucial connection 
between the discussion of controversial political issues 
among people with disparate views and the health 
of our democracy.91 Supporting the growing body 
of evidence on the educational benefits of diverse 
classrooms, researchers have found pedagogical value 
inherent in having multiple vantage points represented 
in classrooms, helping all students think critically 
about their own views and develop greater tolerance 
for different ways of understanding issues. Research 
documents positive academic outcomes for students 
exposed to these diverse viewpoints.92

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy
Meanwhile, multicultural education, much like the 
more qualitative research on desegregated schools 
and within-school segregation, has garnered less 
attention in recent years, as the larger policy context 
has shifted its gaze away from issues of racial and ethnic 
diversity toward accountability and narrowly defined 
student outcomes.93 Still, a newer area of research and 
scholarship that is related to, and to some extent rooted 
in, multicultural education has grown. Sometimes 
referred to as Culturally Relevant Pedagogy and 
sometimes as Culturally Respondent Pedagogy—or 
just CRP—it also considers how students’ home culture 
relates to their educational experiences in classrooms, 
maintaining that teachers need to be nonjudgmental 
and inclusive of the cultural backgrounds of all their 
students in order to be effective educators.94 

Building on the groundwork of multicultural education 
research, CRP has also remained focused on the 
intersection between school and home-community 
cultures and how that intersection relates to the 
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delivery of instruction in schools.95 But CRP has been 
more directly applied to the teaching and learning of 
African American students in contexts that are racially 
and ethnically homogeneous as opposed to diverse 
schools and classrooms. While CRP does focus on the 
importance of culture in schooling, it always focuses 
directly on race, in part, perhaps, because it is so often 
adapted in all-black, one-race schools and classrooms. 

Another critique of CRP is that its more recent 
application is far from what was theorized early 
at its inception.96 Specifically, the superficial, 
decontextualized, and fragmented application of 
CRP—and multicultural education—has sometimes 
resulted in the marginalization of Asian American 
students due to their limited inclusion in curricular 
content.97 This is made worse by teachers who have had 
little training in culturally relevant pedagogy or content 
and therefore “reinforce a tokenized perspective of 
‘minorities’ in this country through an emphasis on 
celebrations, contributions, food, and heroes.”98  

There are thus new linkages developing between 
CRP and a broader understanding of how culture and 
race interact in the educational system.99 Multicultural 
education, and pedagogies that have evolved from it, 
have the potential to advance desegregation and racial/
ethnic equality because, when they can address many 
of the social and cultural aspects of racially/ethnically 
diverse classrooms that previous noncurricular reforms 
have failed to tackle.100 There is much potential for a 
culturally relevant approach to help all students in 
racially and ethnically diverse public schools learn 
from each other in a manner that challenges their own 
assumptions and indeed makes them “smarter,” more 
creative, and more thoughtful.

In fact, some scholars have advocated for different 
pedagogical models since the inception of CRP that 
seek to address social and cultural factors in classrooms. 

Many of these models focus on the home-to-school 
connection as CRP does, while others expand on 
the application of even earlier concepts of critical 
pedagogy aimed at promoting concepts such as civic 
consciousness and identity formation.101 Furthermore, 
the concepts found in CRP and multicultural education 
can apply to specific content areas or contexts; for 
example, the importance of transitioning to reality 
pedagogy in urban science education when teaching 
students of color “that begins with student realities 
and functions to utilize the tools derived from an 
understanding of these realities to teach science.”102 

 
Most recently, a reflection on the misuse of CRP 
has called for the rethinking of original theory 
and welcomes a shift to the theory of Culturally 
Sustaining Pedagogy, which aims to foster cultural 
pluralism as part of the goals of a democratic 
society.103 According to pedagogical theorist Gloria 
Ladson-Billings, culturally relevant pedagogy should 
include the multiplicities of identities and cultures that 
help formulate today’s youth culture. “Rather than 
focus singularly on one racial or ethnic group,” she 
writes, Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy “pushes us to 
consider the global identities that are emerging in the 
arts, literature, music, athletics, and film.”104 

Clearly, there is much rich information, 
conceptualization, and understanding in the K–12 
literature on teaching and learning as it relates 
to issues of race and ethnicity more broadly. The 
next step in utilizing these more culturally based 
understandings of schools and curricula is to apply 
this thinking to diverse schools and classrooms more 
specifically. Educators in schools across the country—
some isolated in single classrooms and some working 
on a school-wide set of pedagogical reforms—are 
starting to grapple with these issues in racially and 
ethnically diverse classrooms. Some of these efforts 
are documented in studies of the de-tracking 
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movement and the work on civics education noted 
above, but far more research on the “how” dimensions 
of these pedagogical efforts is needed.105  

DEMOGRAPHIC, EDUCATIONAL, 
AND POLITICAL FORCES 
FOSTERING THE EDUCATIONAL 
BENEFITS OF DIVERSITY WITHIN 
THE K–12 EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM
The fact that the educational benefits of racially and 
ethnically diverse campuses and classrooms has been 
a more central argument and defining theme of higher 
education jurisprudence, leadership, and research 
than it has in the area of K–12 research and policy is 
problematic, given the added attention generally to 
issues of teaching and learning in the K–12 literature. 
But as we highlight in Figure 1, there are several 
reasons why issues related to the educational benefits 
of diversity appear to have fallen off the K–12 research 
radar screen in the last twenty-five years. This includes, 
most notably, a highly fragmented and segregated 
K–12 educational system of entrenched between-
district segregation that cannot be easily addressed 
after Milliken v. Bradley. Meanwhile, this fragmented 
and segregated educational system is governed 
by accountability and legal mandates that give no 
credence to the educational benefits of learning in 
diverse contexts. As noted above, several areas of 
research on the sociocultural issues related to teaching 
students of different racial and ethnic backgrounds that 
could help inform our understanding of the pedagogical 
approaches that foster educational benefits of diversity 
in the K–12 system are disconnected, often designed to 
address the needs of students in the racially segregated 
school system they attend. 

Still, despite the many factors working against efforts to 
embrace and develop a parallel “educational benefits of 
diversity” argument in K–12 education, there are several 
counter forces influencing the public educational system 

that could eventually foster a movement to embrace this 
argument. In this section, we highlight the demographic, 
educational, and political forces that we think may have 
the potential to shift the system in that direction. 

Demographic Forces: 
The Changing Population and Metro Migrations
Much attention has been paid to the fact that the 
U.S. population overall is becoming more racially and 
ethnically diverse (see Figure 4). The media have 
pointed out repeatedly that by the middle of the 
twenty-first century, this country’s population overall 
will no longer be majority white, non-Hispanic. Even 
more notably, this transition is happening much more 
quickly amid our younger population. As of September 
2014, for the first time in our nation’s history, white, 
non-Hispanic students no longer constitute a majority 
of the overall public school enrollment, according to 
the U.S. Department of Education. Rapid growth in 
the Hispanic and Asian populations, coupled with 
a black population that has remained constant and 
a decline in the percentage of whites, has led to a 
total K–12 enrollment of 49 percent white, 26 percent 
Hispanic, 15 percent black; and 5 percent Asian for 
the 2014–15 school year.106

Coinciding with the changing racial makeup of the 
country and our public schools is a profound shift in 
who lives where. In many contexts, our post-World 
War II paradigm of all-white suburbs and cities as the 
places where blacks and Hispanics live has been turned 
on its head. For instance, we know that after World 
War II the government subsidized a movement of 
millions of white, middle-class families to the suburbs, 
and many cities became predominantly black and/or 
Latino.107 By 1980, 67 percent of blacks and 50 percent 
of Latinos, but only 24 percent of whites, lived in these 
city centers.108 At that time, only 23 percent of blacks 
lived in the suburbs. Black suburbanization rates were 
even lower—about 12–15 percent—in the Northeast.109



21The Century Foundation | tcf.org

FIGURE  4
RACIAL/ETHNIC DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGES IN AMERICAN 
PUBLIC SCHOOLS, 1995 TO 2023
         White                   Black Hispanic           Asian/Pacific Islander           American Indian/Alaska Native   Two or more races 

Source: National Center for Education Statistics, Common Core of Data, public school districts, Education Week Research Center, Education Week 34, no. 1 (August 2014), http://www.edweek.org/
ew/section/multimedia/charts-a-new-majority-in-k-12.html.
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FIGURE  5
SHARE OF POPULATION RESIDING IN SUBURBS BY 
RACE/ETHNICITY, 1990–2010

Source: W. H. Frey, “Melting Pot Cities and Suburbs: Racial and Ethnic Change in Metro America in the 2000s,” Brookings Institution, Metropolitan Policy Program, (May 2011), http://www.brookings.
edu/~/media/research/files/papers/2011/5/04%20census%20ethnicity%20frey/0504_census_ethnicity_frey.pdf.
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But these racialized housing patterns are in the midst 
of another epic shift. For the last twenty-five years, 
the first and second-ring suburbs of major cities have 
been at the forefront of the reversal of “white flight” 
from cities to suburbs. Beginning slowly in the 1980s 
and increasing in the 1990s and 2000s, when federal 
policies and regulations (or lack thereof) promoted 
home ownership among moderate-income families, 110 

growing numbers of black, Latino, and Asian families 
were moving to suburbs such as Ferguson, Missouri 
(see Figure 5). By 2000, nearly 40 percent of blacks 
were living in the suburbs. Suburbanization has also 
increased among immigrant families—mostly Latino 
and Asian—and by 2000, 48 percent of immigrants 
were residing in suburban areas.111 

In the 1990s, journalists and researchers were 
increasingly reporting on the growing number of 
distressed suburbs that were coming to resemble 
poor inner-city communities. For instance, from 
1990 to 2000, while some newly developing suburbs 
experienced rapid growth in people and jobs, “many 
older suburbs experienced central-city-like challenges, 
including an aging infrastructure, inadequate housing 
stock, deteriorating schools and commercial corridors—
and population decline.”112 In 2000, while suburbs were 
still more affluent than cities on average, certain cities 
were becoming less poor and their residents were 
more educated than their suburban counterparts.113 
By 2008, an Atlantic Monthly article highlighted the 
impact of the sub-prime mortgage crisis on suburban 
communities experiencing high rates of foreclosures. 
But the author was quick to note that declining suburban 
neighborhoods did not begin with the mortgage crisis, 
and they would not end with it as more people with 
high incomes move into the cities.114 

This leads to what is conceptualized in the current, 
post-2000 era, as the still- evolving period of metro 
migrations, which we refer to as “trading places,” with 

affluent whites moving back into cities and lower-
income people of color moving to the suburbs—either 
by choice or via displacement in gentrifying city 
neighborhoods.115 This pattern has continued in the last 
decade, as black and recent-immigrant suburbanization 
has continued, and a growing number of upper-middle-
class and relatively more affluent whites are moving 
back into urban centers.116 

Lured by the convenience, excitement, and culture of 
city living, increasing numbers of highly skilled whites 
in so-called “global cities” such as New York and San 
Francisco have opted out of long daily commutes 
by living in nearby urban, and often gentrified, 
neighborhoods.117 City life, once considered by many 
whites as dangerous, dirty, and crowded, is now 
increasingly associated with excitement, fun, and 
convenience.118 Indeed, a recent poll found that 77 
percent of Millennials expressed a preference for urban 
life.119 In her recent book, The End of the Suburbs, Leigh 
Gallagher of Fortune magazine notes that 2011 was 
the first year in decades that population growth in the 
cities outpaced that of the suburbs, and home builders 
now say their best markets are the urban, gentrifying 
neighborhoods.120 Cities and suburbs have experienced 
a “demographic inversion” as a result of their changing 
racial composition.121  

The New York City metropolitan area represents a 
prime example of the most recent trading spaces 
phenomenon. The percentage of whites in Manhattan 
increased 28 percent between 2000 and 2006, while 
it declined in nearby suburban Nassau County. During 
the same six-year period, the Hispanic population 
declined by 2 percent in Manhattan, but increased by 
20 percent in Nassau. This twenty-first century urban 
aristocracy—or “gentry”—is driving up home prices in 
select city neighborhoods, sometimes pushing lower-
income residents—mostly black and Latino—into 
outlying urban and inner-ring suburban communities.122  
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Meanwhile, a growing number of American suburbs 
where more than half of the U.S. population—about 
53 percent—still lives are increasingly diverse in terms 
of race, ethnicity, and culture, giving the suburbs a far 
more cosmopolitan feel than in the post-World War 
II era. In fact, today, in the fifty-largest metropolitan 
areas, 44 percent of residents live in racially and 
ethnically diverse suburbs, defined as between 20 and 
60 percent non-white.123

 
Overall, these fluctuating metropolitan characteristics 
suggest that traditional paradigms of “cities” versus 
“suburbs” are rapidly evolving in ways that we cannot yet 
completely comprehend. Indeed, it is increasingly clear 
that contemporary urban and suburban communities 
each contain pockets of both poverty and affluence, 
often functioning as racially and ethnically distinct 
spaces. In fact, by 2005, one million more poor people 
lived in suburban compared to urban areas.124 While the 
rate of demographic change differs by context as well, 
there are moments of “de facto” racial/ethnic diversity 
in our cities and suburbs that are affecting more than 
just neighborhoods. 

Urban and Suburban Public Schools amid 
Demographic Changes
This demographic “trading places” phenomenon, or 
the “great inversion,”125 has many implications not just 
for housing patterns and property values, but also the 
public schools in these transitioning communities. In 
Brooklyn, New York, for instance, a growing number 
of communities that were, only ten years ago, almost 
entirely minority and low-income are now becoming 
(or have already become) predominantly white and 
affluent. The families who had sent their children to 
the public schools in these communities for years are 
now being “displaced” from their neighborhoods and 
their public schools. Ironically, in in-depth interviews we 
are conducting, white gentrifiers state that one reason 
they moved into the city was to live in neighborhoods 

more diverse than the homogeneous suburbs where 
many grew up. Similarly, they note that they want their 
children to attend public schools with other children of 
different backgrounds. 

Thus, while much of the focus of anti-displacement 
has been on housing policy, too little attention has 
been paid to school policies that affect who is being 
“displaced”—physically and academically—from 
schools as well. There is much hard work to be done 
at the school level to assure that all students enrolled 
have the opportunity to achieve to high levels. In public 
schools with a growing population of more affluent 
students, educators often seek assistance in meeting 
the needs of a wide range of students. 

In the last decade, a small but growing body of literature 
has documented the impact of urban gentrification on 
the enrollment and culture in public schools.126 Still, 
most of it examines the gentrification process and its 
impact on public schools through the eyes of white, 
middle-, or upper-middle-class parents, and rarely 
does it examine deep pedagogical issues in schools 
related to a changing student body in which issues of 
race, class, power, and privilege are being lived, if not 
explored, in the classrooms. 

There is also an emerging focus on the impact of 
changing demographics on suburban public schools.127 
In our research on Long Island, for example, we 
studied inner-ring suburban schools that shifted 
demographically from having a more than 90 percent 
white, non-Hispanic student body in the 1990s to 
only 15 percent white, non-Hispanic by 2014. In other 
suburbs, further from the New York City boundary, the 
white, non-Hispanic population has stabilized at about 
50 percent. In both contexts, educators and students 
are grappling with racial, ethnic, and cultural differences 
that many of them had not encountered before. 
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When we think of education policies and practices 
to support and sustain the increasingly diverse public 
schools in both urban and suburban contexts, it is clear 
that K–12 educators and educational researchers have 
much to learn from the higher education research on 
the educational benefits of diversity in efforts to both 
close racial and socioeconomic achievement gaps while 
helping all students succeed. And just as fair-housing 
advocacy has increasingly prioritized the stabilization 
and sustainability of diverse communities, education 
policy needs to follow suit. Unfortunately, too few 
policy makers see the need for such programs, even 
as a growing number of educators in diverse schools 
are clamoring for help to close those gaps and teach 
diverse groups of students. 

The current mismatch between the policies and the 
needs of an increasingly racially and ethnically diverse 
society inspire us to fill the void with compelling 
success stories of public schools working toward a 
greater public good by tapping into the possibility of 
changing neighborhoods to teach children how to 
thrive in a society of racial and cultural differences. 
One of the schools we are studying in a gentrifying 
area is helping build more cross-racial understanding 
across the Hispanic and white parent groups by trying 
to assure more equal voice in the decision-making 
processes—everything from the kind of food and 
music available at the fund raisers to the mix of various 
field trips to cultural institutions. Another school, in a 
suburban school district, is trying to develop a new 
set of elementary school attendance zones, and/
or moving toward a mini-controlled choice model to 
avoid the segregation of the growing Hispanic student 
population into one elementary school. 

Schools and communities on the front lines of 
demographic change face significant obstacles to 
realizing the sort of educational benefits of diversity that 
can help us all understand and appreciate differences. 
Urban history suggests that when a racial group 

begins migrating to a new community, the existing 
population is likely either to be pushed out or to flee, 
setting into play a perpetual cycle of segregation and 
resegregation. At the heart of these cycles are public 
schools with educators who are rarely prepared to 
facilitate the “educational benefits” of a diverse student 
body—a concept supported by the higher education 
research and the federal courts. 

Even in the most unstable and rapidly changing contexts, 
there are moments of “de facto school diversity” within 
demographically changing neighborhoods.128 In these 
spaces, higher education research on the educational 
benefits of diversity could be extremely helpful to assist 
educators in garnering the academic benefits of diverse 
schools and classrooms to help prepare all students for the 
twenty-first century. The most disadvantaged students 
are the most negatively impacted by such a failure. 

Political Forces in Favor of More Racially 
and Ethnically Diverse Schools and Their
Educational Benefits
As we noted above, the current policy context of K–12 
education has dramatically shifted the focus away from 
issues of racially and ethnically diverse schools—both in 
terms of how to create them through race-conscious 
student assignment/school choice and in terms of 
teaching and learning within diverse schools.129 At the 
same time, however, mounting evidence suggests that 
accountability and school choice policies, premised 
on narrow definitions of school quality and absent 
interventions to support diversity, exacerbate racial and 
social-class segregation and inequality.130

Thus, as leaders in higher education have relied heavily 
on social science evidence to put forth a powerful legal 
and policy argument in support of the educational 
benefits of diverse campuses and classrooms, the 
policy priorities in K–12 public education have gone 
in the other direction, with a strong focus on narrow 
accountability measures within increasingly segregated 
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schools. This K–12 policy emphasis is not only out of line 
with higher education’s priorities, but it is also extremely 
shortsighted and problematic given the demographic 
changes among younger generations, and the growing 
demand from both universities and employers for high 
school graduates with experiences in diverse contexts 
and the ability to cross cultural boundaries.
 
In this last section, we provide an overview of two 
key political forces—changing racial attitudes and 
the backlash against standardized tests as the central 
measure of “good” schools—that support a return in 
K–12 education policy focus to the issue of racial and 
ethnic diversity. 

THE GROWING DEMOGRAPHIC 
DIVERSITY REFLECTED IN 
ATTITUDES
Policymakers who ignore the rapid demographic 
changes within the K–12 population miss a critical 
opportunity to lead this increasingly diverse nation 
toward a more equal and cohesive future. In fact, 
many voters would welcome more leadership in 
this area. Opinion poll and interview data suggest a 
growing number of parents are paying attention to 
our “demographic destiny” and seeking racially and 
culturally diverse public schools to prepare their children 
for a global society.131 For instance, recent elections 
suggest a growing number of voters are looking for 
elected officials who can lead an increasingly diverse 
nation instead of denying our demographic destiny, or 
worse, playing into the sort of racial politics that divides 
us.132 Despite the policy trends and individual choices 
that have led to ongoing patterns of segregation in 
both urban and suburban communities, a substantial 
proportion of our post-civil rights society strongly 
values and desires exposure to diverse environments 
and sees this as an asset-- both within our schools and 
our communities.133 Indeed, in the midst of increasing 
immigration and changing demographics, Americans 

of all racial and ethnic groups are increasingly likely to be 
accepting of cultural differences and to view diversity 
in social situations as a positive characteristic.134 And 
again, this is particularly true for Millennial parents, who 
are a more racially diverse cohort themselves. Further, 
attitudes among whites have changed more, simply 
because they had further to go due to the fact that 
nonwhite respondents have favored diversity for longer 
and in larger numbers.135

Although diverse, integrated spaces are becoming 
more socially desirable, our society is still quite divided 
along racial lines in terms of perceptions of how far we 
still have to go to achieve racial equality. While nearly 
all whites dismiss (at least publicly) ideas that blacks in 
particular are less intelligent or hardworking, and fewer 
oppose interracial marriage, they are increasingly less 
likely to believe that blacks continue to experience 
racial discrimination as a result of structural inequality 
and a history of slavery and oppression.136 Black 
respondents, on the other hand, tend to report that 
these issues are still very much a problem in spite 
of shifts in racial politics since the mid-twenty-first 
century.137 Asian and Latino respondents also cite 
discrimination due to their race but to a somewhat 
lesser extent than blacks.138 It seems that among 
whites in particular, conversations around valuing and 
pursuing diversity in schools, neighborhoods, and 
other institutions has focused less and less on this goal 
as it relates to addressing past injustices.139  

These divergent perceptions point to the true 
educational benefits of diversity, particularly the 
democratic, deliberative goals of intercultural dialogue 
and understanding, and they are sorely needed—for 
students, parents, and community members. These 
racial divides on issues of past injustices and ongoing 
structural inequality are best addressed through cross-
racial dialogue and understanding. The need to sustain 
racially and ethnically diverse communities is vital to 
our future as a diverse democracy. 
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Attitudes about Diverse Schools: Policies Are Out 
of Step with a Growing Demand
A hopeful sign related to the last point above is that 
parallel to these shifts in racial attitudes is the growing 
desire for diverse schools and classrooms. Despite 
the many challenges and shortcomings of school 
desegregation that played out across the United States 
in the early phases of this policy, in the decades following 
the implementation of these policies, interracial 
contact slowly increased and racism among whites 
declined.140 Furthermore, as we noted above, students 
who attended racially diverse schools are more likely to 
exhibit progressive attitudes toward members of other 
racial groups.141 

As our society becomes more diverse racially and 
ethnically, support for integrated schools has only 
grown stronger. A rise in support started in the late 
1970s and accelerated in the 1990s. For instance, a 1995 

review of public opinion on school desegregation found 
Americans increasingly in favor of desegregation. 
This was particularly true among people who have 
personal experience with desegregated schools.142 In 
1994, a majority of Americans said they believed the 
government should do more to integrate schools. This 
included the agreement of the vast majority of African 
Americans—84 percent. A 2003 survey of more than 
three thousand adults found that nearly three-fifths of 
respondents--including 60 percent of white parents—
said they believed integrated schools were better for 
their children.143

  
According to a 2004 Newsweek survey, 71 percent of all 
respondents felt that increasing diversity and integration 
in public schools is important to their improvement. 
This number was higher among African American 
and Hispanic respondents than among whites, but is 
much higher among whites than in previous years.144 In 

FIGURE  6
GENERAL ATTITUDES TOWARD BLACK AND WHITE STUDENTS 
ATTENDING THE SAME SCHOOL (BY PERCENTAGE), 1956–2007
         Same schools         Seperate schools                   Don’t know          

Source: E. Frankenberg and R. Jacobsen, “The Polls—Trends School Integration Polls,” Public Opinion Quarterly 75, no. 4 (Winter 2011): 788–811, http://poq.oxfordjournals.org/content/75/4/788.
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fact, parents who are choosing schools for their young 
children are more likely than not to reference their 
desire for a “diverse” school as a factor in the decision-
making process.145 While questions on integration have 
been worded differently over time, making it difficult to 
compare responses across different decades, the public 
has been consistently asked whether it believed black 
and white students should attend the same schools 
beginning in 1942. The wording of this question, which 
is the only one that has remained nearly identical, allows 
for a comparison in responses that would not have been 
possible otherwise. Overall, the trend is steady, with a 
significant increase in the percentage of the general 
public reporting that students of different races should 
attend the ‘‘same schools” (see Figure 6).146 

Again looking at a local context, Louisville, Kentucky 
provides a good microcosm of changing racial attitudes 
about diverse schools. In the 1970s, when the school 
desegregation plan was first proposed, 98 percent of 
those polled in the Louisville area were opposed to the 
plan.147 But after the U.S Supreme Court ruling in 2007 
that sharply curtailed the use of race in the Louisville 
student assignment plan, the school district actually 
tried different ways of promoting diversity.148 Indeed, by 
2011, a survey found that 89 percent of parents in the 
Jefferson County School District in Louisville said they 
were in favor of the schools having student assignment 
guidelines that “ensure that students learn with students 
from different races and economic backgrounds.” More 
than 90 percent of the parents said that they believed 
there were powerful educational benefits to diverse 
schools and classrooms.149 

Similarly, a recent grassroots movement in Wake 
County, North Carolina is an example of the strong 
support that parents, students, and school leaders 
have for maintaining racially diverse public schools. 
After a newly-elected school board voted to end 
the district’s class-based school integration policy in 

favor of returning to neighborhood schools, a large, 
multiracial group of community members banded 
together to protest the decision and advocate for 
maintaining the racially diverse schools that they 
felt were so important in preparing students for an 
increasingly diverse society.150 Despite the lack of 
policy attention to matters of racial/ethnic diversity 
in public schools, many district administrators have 
still pushed to maintain racial diversity and diversity-
based student assignment policies in their schools. For 
example, after the courts ruled to release the Charlotte 
Mecklenburg School District in North Carolina from 
their court-ordered desegregation plan, the district 
fought against the decision, arguing that they had a 
compelling interest in maintaining racially integrated 
schools. They presented evidence for their case on 
the academic, social, occupational, and civic benefits 
to racially diverse schools for all students that are 
“important for living and working in a pluralistic diverse 
democracy.” Teachers from the district also testified 
that diverse learning environments lead children to 
become better educated and more tolerant of other 
racial/ethnic groups.151 

On the other hand, apart from this grassroots support for 
policies that foster more racially and socioeconomically 
diverse public schools, even when parents consider 
diversity to be a benefit, they still tend to choose schools 
that are homogenous, oftentimes citing measures of 
“school quality” as the most important factor in making 
their decisions.152 Furthermore, the public school choice 
process is complicated by increasing inequality, stark 
segregation, and narrow definitions of “school quality” 
that align with demographic characteristics of schools. 
The unfortunate reality is that even for parents who 
prefer diverse schools, these structural challenges make 
finding and choosing these schools very difficult.153 One 
upper-middle- class parent we interviewed in our study 
of segregation across school district boundaries on 
Long Island noted that even when you want to place 
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your children in racially, ethnically, and culturally diverse 
public schools, when your choices of schools are all 
segregated, you choose segregated schools whether 
you want it or not.154

 
This parent, and millions like him, know intuitively 
that educating children in racially segregated schools 
does not prepare them for living and working in the 
increasingly diverse society in which they will become 
adults. As was well-documented in the amicus briefs 
in the Fisher II case, there is mounting evidence that 
universities and employers are seeking students and 
employees who can work with diverse groups of 
people and who have cross-cultural, group-work skills. 
Similar to the arguments made in the Fortune 100 
brief in the Fisher II case, 318 major employers cited in 
a survey that one of the most important priorities for 
employers when they are looking for job candidates is 
that the potential employee is “comfortable working 
with colleagues, customers, and/or clients from diverse 
cultural backgrounds” (96 percent important, including 
63 percent very important).155 

This is in keeping with the statements of several major 
corporations in the amicus briefs to support affirmative 
action in higher education and school desegregation in 
K–12: “businesses competing in the global marketplace 
are acutely aware that a diverse talent pool, one that 
includes people with experience working in racially 
diverse groups, is essential to their continued success. 
Without qualified people from different racial and 
cultural backgrounds, and, even more importantly, 
“cross-cultural competence” among employees and 
management, U.S. corporations will be ill-equipped to 
compete in an increasingly diverse world.”156

One has to wonder why, when so many parents, 
universities, and employers want to see our children 
attending less racially isolated public schools, our 
policy makers are not listening. The lack of attention to 

this matter on the part of our political leaders is all the 
more puzzling given the recent backlash against the 
policies they have recently supported, most notably, 
standardized tests. 

The Backlash against Too Much 
Emphasis on Standardized Tests
The second major political force that should shift policy 
makers’ attention to addressing ongoing racial/ethnic 
segregation and the lack of emphasis on the educational 
benefits of diversity begins with an examination of 
the standardized-test-driven accountability system, 
specifically, the extent to which it is driving both racial 
segregation and a backlash on the part of parents 
and educators who are saying “too much.” We argue 
that current educational policies and their reliance 
on narrow measures to judge schools, teachers, and 
students hold our nation back in terms of efforts to 
envision racial, ethnic, and cultural diversity as an asset 
in preparing all children for the twenty-first century.157 

Further, in an era in which many middle-class and 
affluent parents and students are stressed out about 
getting into competitive colleges and universities,158 the 
test-based curriculum so dominant in the K–12 system 
is not adequately preparing students to succeed in the 
colleges they most want to attend. 

Over the last three decades, public schools in the 
United States have been required to measure student 
learning with greater frequency via state-mandated 
standardized tests. Beginning with competency, or 
basic skills, tests in the late 1970s, the idea that the 
“value” of public education can be depicted in a few 
test scores has become commonly accepted. Since 
1994, the federal government has played a central 
role in the accountability movement, basically forcing 
each state to establish an accountability system or lose 
federal funding.159 Since that time, the accountability 
reform movement has grown increasingly uniform, 
becoming a national accountability system in the form 
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of federal mandates and the development of a multi-
state set of standards known as the Common Core 
State Standards and assessments.160

 
Test scores, more than any other form of information 
about public education, are now made widely available 
to the general public and are used to assess the “quality” 
of each school. The problem is not that schools must 
administer some standardized form of assessment 
to ascertain whether students are learning to read 
or grasping mathematical concepts; rather, it is the 
enormous amount of weight we place on these narrow 
measures, making the outcomes—and only them—
synonymous with what it mean to be “educated.”161  
If all we value about education can be illustrated in a 
few numbers, then these recent policy developments 
are acceptable—good even. But if we want more than 
that, then this trajectory is problematic. Not only does 
it narrow children’s experiences and even the value of 
their schooling down to a handful of fill-in-the-bubble 
exams, it also perpetuates and even legitimizes a far-
from-colorblind process of racial segregation. 

The strong negative correlation between the 
percentage of black, Latino, and low-income children 
in a school and its average test scores has been 
persistent.162 There are many cultural and social 
explanations for this correlation, and they are not an 
indictment of black and Hispanic students’ intelligence. 
But these understandings are too rarely discussed.163 

Meanwhile, if test scores are the only measure of school 
quality that receive any attention, then only those 
schools that are predominantly white, or Asian, or both, 
can be considered “good.”164 

When such values are placed on schools in a manner 
that strongly correlates to the race and class of the 
students, then efforts to create more racially/ethnically 
diverse schools are framed as though white and Asian 
families are “giving up something” because their 

schools will not be seen as “excellent.” This dampens 
any enthusiasm white and Asian parents may have for 
school-level racial “diversity” as a means to prepare 
children for a global society.165 

This system also forces educators in “low-achieving” 
schools serving mostly low-income black and Latino 
students to fixate on raising test scores via a curriculum 
focused almost exclusively on the material tested, 
leaving little room to build upon the knowledge 
and understandings that students bring to school. 
Meanwhile, research on learning and pedagogy 
suggest that the best way to engage students is to 
build on their existing knowledge and then connect 
those understandings to more abstract and unfamiliar 
topics.166 Multicultural education and culturally relevant 
pedagogy have much to offer our efforts to engage 
students in racially diverse schools and universities—
if only these forms of engagement and cross-
cultural understanding were a priority. An approach 
to accountability that relies almost exclusively on 
standardized tests often has a negative impact on the 
educational experiences of all children, but particularly 
those of low-income black and Latino students. It also 
works directly against political incentives to create 
more racially and ethnically diverse schools. When 
the entire educational system is not only separate and 
unequal along racial/ethnic lines, but also measured, 
evaluated, and then “valued” almost exclusively 
according to test scores, the correlation between race 
and schools deemed to be “bad” based only on these 
narrow measures is high, exacerbating the race-based 
inequalities that already exist. Such a system is anything 
but colorblind, and can only be addressed via a race-
conscious and progressive agenda.167 

Part of that agenda could potentially include several 
elements found in the newly implemented Common 
Core Standards reform. In fact, many progressive 
educators celebrate the fact that the Common Core, if 
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taught in a manner that does not put standardized tests 
at the center, provides students with the opportunity to 
engage in close critical readings of complex texts and to 
question and interrogate what they read. In theory, the 
Common Core provides teachers with more freedom 
for planning meaningful literacy experiences for students. 
The Common Core guidelines even recommend some 
texts that reflect a departure from the traditional canon 
that has marginalized students from non-white and low-
income backgrounds for many years.168 

While the mandated tests and teacher evaluation 
systems designed to measure students’ Common 
Core learning have pushed this reform in the wrong 
direction, the Common Core actually has far more 
potential—“progressive potential” even—than is 
currently being realized.169 A small but growing band of 
educators at the grassroots level are attempting to use 
the Common Core framework, with its emphasis on 
“complexity, range, and quality,” to engage students in 
anti-bias texts and in deeper, richer dialogues in which 
their assumptions are challenged. Such pedagogy is 
best used in culturally and racially diverse schools and 
classrooms. Historic civil rights organizations, such as 
the Southern Poverty Law Center, are embracing this 
progressive potential of the Common Core. Such 
efforts can and should be shared and expanded. 
According to teachers working with the Center on 
these issues, “We see the Common Core as a powerful 
opportunity to build diversity into instruction and 
encourage powerful dialogue.”170

In racially and ethnically diverse schools, such experiences 
could easily tap into, strengthen, and augment the 
educational benefits of diversity in a manner similar to 
what the universities and some schools districts (for 
example, Lynn, Massachusetts) are arguing for in the 
courts. Such “educational benefits” include, but are not 
limited to, fostering livelier and better-informed class 
discussions that challenge all students to examine their 

own assumptions, and preparing students to succeed in 
an increasingly diverse society by garnering greater cross-
racial understanding and breaking down stereotypes. 

Unfortunately, the mandated tests and teacher 
evaluation systems that have come to dominate how 
we measure students’ Common Core learning have 
pushed this reform in the wrong direction, toward 
a narrow curriculum that undermines its far more 
progressive potential. When good ideas that could 
help support racially and ethnically diverse schools 
and prepare all students for a more dynamic and 
diverse global economy are being thwarted by a 
testing regime, it is time to reevaluate the importance 
we have placed on narrow measures of student 
achievement. Building on a groundswell of resistance 
to such approaches across the country,171 a more race-
conscious and progressive policy agenda can unfold. 
The success of this approach will depend on using 
the knowledge researchers have gained over the past 
several decades in both the higher education literature 
and K–12 literature as discussed in previous sections. 
The 2015 reauthorization of the No Child Left Behind 
Act, now known as the Every Student Succeeds Act 
(ESSA), gives us hope. This legislation not only grants 
more decision-making power to the states, but it also 
requires assessments to involve multiple measures of 
student achievement, including measures that assess 
higher-order thinking skills and understanding. In other 
words, student growth may be assessed in the form of 
portfolios, projects or extended performance tasks.172 

Still, the the recent history of “neo-Plessyism” in K–12 
education suggests that elementary and secondary 
policy makers have much to learn from the higher 
education leaders about how to frame “good” 
educational practices in relation to racial, ethnic, and 
cultural diversity in public schools. At the same time, 
higher education scholars and educators have much 
to learn from K–12 researchers and teachers about 
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how to connect the sociocultural issues of diverse 
schools to teaching and learning. All this can lead to a 
more thoughtful educational policy and practice from 
kindergarten through graduate school. 

As we have noted, despite the policy setbacks against 
racially diverse public schools, leaders, parents, and 
advocates at the local level have fought back in support 
of racial and ethnic diversity in public education. There 
are still school districts that continue to pursue racial 
integration in schools and exemplify the benefits 
integration has for all students regardless of the limits 
that federal courts have placed on such local decision 
making. One such example is the interdistrict magnet 
schools described in greater Hartford which were 
created by a Connecticut State Supreme Court ruling 
in 1996 holding that the racial and class segregation 
in the region’s twenty-two school districts denied 
students the equal educational opportunity put forth 
in the state’s constitution. This led to a concerted effort 
to reduce racial segregation in and around the Hartford 
area. The result was a lottery-based magnet school 
system designed with the goal of achieving racial, 
ethnic, and economic integration. 

By the 2013–14 school year, there were over forty 
interdistrict magnet schools with different curricular 
themes and teaching methods in the greater Hartford 
area serving over sixteen thousand students from 
multiple suburban communities in and around 
Hartford. For these schools to maintain their magnet 
status, they must meet integration standards, which 
dictate that 25 percent of students must be white 
and half of the students must be from the suburbs. 
However, it is important to note that no student is 
admitted on the basis of their race or ethnicity to 
meet these requirements. Instead, the schools market 
to a wide variety of families to enter the lottery. Over 
the years, the demand among both suburban and 
urban parents has grown so much that the schools 

no longer have enough seats for all the families who 
want to enroll their children. Additionally, there are no 
admissions requirements like standardized test scores 
or interviews, so students enter the schools with a wide 
variety of academic abilities. 

The lack of admissions requirements is particularly 
important when the academic achievement of students 
outlined in previous sections is reviewed. Over the 
past several years, students in the interdistrict magnet 
schools have consistently outperformed their peers 
in both nonmagnet urban schools and nonmagnet 
suburban schools. A 2009 study compared academic 
results between students who had applied to interdistrict 
magnets in the state and were not selected through 
the blind lottery and students who were selected 
for and attended a magnet school. The magnet 
school students who lived in urban areas, who were 
mostly black and Latino, made greater gains and did 
significantly better in math and reading in high school 
and on reading tests in middle school than students 
who were not selected. Similarly, the suburban students 
who attended magnets also outperformed their peers 
at traditional suburban schools, which were generally 
more affluent and had a larger percentage of white 
students. Also, students of color in magnet schools 
were significantly more likely to say they felt close to 
white students and had white friends than did students 
of color who did not attend magnets. Mirroring these 
results, white students in magnets were significantly 
more likely than students in nonmagnet schools to say 
they were close to students of color and had students 
of color as friends. This suggests that the interdistrict 
magnet schools in the Hartford region are designed to 
promote the educational benefits of diversity. 

Results like these from Hartford, coupled with other 
similar efforts in metro areas and small towns across 
the country, despite support from federal or many state 
leaders, suggest that where there is a will, there is a way 
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to achieve the educational benefits of diverse schools 
and classrooms in a manner that will benefit all students. 

CONCLUSION AND POLICY 
RECOMMENDATIONS: 
EDUCATIONAL POLICIES FOR 
THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY
We are at a critical crossroads in American history—a 
breaking point at which efforts to ignore racial 
and ethnic inequality will clash with the cultural 
complexity of our day-to-day lives. At the same 
time, increased awareness of racialized police tactics 
and growing income inequality in the United States 
and its relationship to race has fostered additional 
frustration with a so-called “colorblind meritocracy.”173 

Although the old, race-conscious educational policies 
of yesteryear, especially court-ordered mandatory 
“bussing” of students for school desegregation, are 
clearly a thing of the past, there are ample ways that 
twenty-first century policies can support the creation 
and sustainability of racially/ethnically diverse public 
schools to meet growing parental demand and move 
our increasingly culturally complicated nation forward. 
This support, however, must go beyond creating 
schools with diverse enrollments to curricular and 
accountability approaches that allow educators to tap 
into the multiple educational benefits of diversity. 

In the last decade, federal courts have ruled that 
the “educational benefits” of diverse universities, 
schools, and classrooms constitute an important, 
compelling governmental interest. Such diverse 
learning environments better prepare students for 
a global society by reducing racial stereotypes and 
fostering cross-racial understanding. These rulings 
were predicated in part on a growing body of research 
across several fields, including mathematics and 
science, that show people working in racially and 
ethnically diverse groups come up with better solutions 
to problems. Thousands of American universities and 

corporations have been inspired by this research to 
provide their students and employees with curriculum 
and/or trainings on problem solving and diversity—
strategies most of our K–12 schools are not teaching. 
Furthermore, we lack the leadership in public education 
to make studying, documenting, and promoting those 
educational practices a priority. 

If our demographic destiny, solid research evidence, 
employers’ demands, and the U.S. Supreme Court 
do not provide policy makers with enough incentive 
to promote racial and ethnic diversity in our K–12 
educational system, then changing racial attitudes 
should. Opinion polls and interviews show that a 
growing number of white Americans, especially young 
adults, harbor less racial prejudice than whites of a prior 
generation. And again, the percentage of Americans 
who support students of different racial and ethnic 
backgrounds attending the same schools has increased 
dramatically—at least in terms of what people say since 
the 1950s. Young adults, who are more likely to have 
attended diverse schools and have children in public 
schools today, express the most support for racially 
integrated schools and classrooms. 

The current heavy emphasis on standardized tests is 
detrimental to good teaching that engages students 
in creative ways. For students who live and will work 
in a racially diverse and culturally complex society, 
this strong emphasis on discrete bits of standardized 
knowledge and information is even more problematic. 
The current policy focus on standardized testing 
as the almost exclusive measure of high-achieving 
students and good schools and teachers does an 
educational disservice to students of all racial and 
ethnic backgrounds. 

Such understandings work against racially diverse 
schools in ways that are unfair and erroneous and often 
lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy via a downward spiral 
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of diverse schools as students with more resources 
and higher test scores leave. Nearly twenty years 
ago, scholars predicted this downward spiral of more 
diverse schools measured by narrow, non-diverse 
measures. As state testing regimes were first being 
implemented, they noted that because prior student 
academic achievement and students’ social class are 
still the strongest predictors of how well a given school 
will do on academic achievement measures, “focusing 
state policy on student performance might simply 
concentrate high-achieving students in a few schools, 
thereby aggravating current disparities in the racial and 
socioeconomic composition of schools.”174  

Research on racially diverse high schools from the 
1970s revealed that many of these schools had “good” 
reputations before the more recent accountability 
measures were implemented. Historical case studies 
of these schools, however, have also shown that 
school reputations are incredibly fragile and need to 
be bolstered—and not undercut—by federal and state 
policies intended to hold schools accountable. Given 
everything that racially diverse schools have working 
against them in a racially segregated and unequal 
society, such policies should support these schools and 
not contribute to their demise.175  

Ironically, yearbooks of these high schools circa late 1970s 
present smiling, hopeful photos of a mix of students 
that resembles what we see on many college campuses 
today. Meanwhile, only two of the six high schools 
profiled in that study are still diverse today following 
decades of “colorblind” educational policies that have 
placed far more emphasis on test scores than diversity. 
Who and what are preparing our adolescents for the 
racially, ethnically, and culturally diverse colleges and 
workplaces they will soon enter? How might educational 
researchers—those who study higher education and 
those who study K–12—help provide a good answer to 
that question; how might their voices be heard? 

Policy Recommendations for Fostering the 
Educational Benefits of Diversity in K–12
Public Schools

• Student Assignment and Enrollment Policies. 
Federal and state policies should provide 
incentives to districts and schools that attract 
and stabilize racial and socioeconomically 
diverse public schools through redrawing 
attendance boundaries to encompass 
sections of two racially or ethnically distinct 
neighborhoods.176 Similarly, school choice and 
voluntary transfer plans could be created or 
amended to keep diverse racial or ethnic school 
enrollments as a goal. After the 2007 Supreme 
Court ruling in the Louisville and Seattle cases, 
there are still race-conscious measures that 
school districts can use to accomplish this goal, 
including selective recruitment of students and 
strategic siting of schools.

• Redefining “Good” Schools for the Twenty-first 
Century. As part of the new ESSA framework, 
federal and state policies should include 
indicators of diversity and measures of intergroup 
relations and intercultural understanding in 
measuring and judging “good” schools. We 
have to wonder, given the vast body of research 
evidence cited above strongly indicating 
that students educated in racially segregated 
schools are ill-prepared for higher education or 
work in our increasingly diverse society or the 
global economy, why school evaluations do not 
include measures of racial isolation that count 
against schools and their school districts as signs 
of a lack of accountability. On every district and 
school report card, there should be a measure 
of the success of all districts and public schools 
in preparing students for higher education and 
the workforce through diverse schools and 
classrooms that incorporate the educational 
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about themselves and others. In sync with this research, 
this report argues that the twenty-first century 
increasingly vocal majority of parents, higher education 
officials, and employers are right about the educational 
benefits of diversity, and it is time for our federal and 
state policy makers to listen.
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benefits of diversity. No racially segregated 
school—be it all-black, all-Hispanic, all-Asian or 
all-white—should be considered “excellent” in 
our current context.

• Teacher Education Programs. There should be 
a focus on preparing future teachers to foster 
the educational benefits of diversity by allowing 
students of different backgrounds to learn 
from each other in the context of equal status, 
common goals, and mutual respect. There 
are a few schools of education in which this is 
becoming a more central theme in their teacher 
education programs, but this work needs to be 
more widely spread moving forward.

• Policy Changes from the Bottom Up. Parents 
and local leaders should engage in efforts to 
support and stabilize racially and ethnically 
diverse public schools in both gentrifying 
urban communities and diversifying suburban 
communities. Leaders should work with 
educators in these schools to promote the 
implementation of student assignment policies 
and curriculum and teaching strategies that 
help all students come to more intercultural 
understanding. These movements are taking 
place in several local contexts, including 
Louisville and Wake County, but such efforts 
are exhausting absent more support from 
higher levels of government.

If reams of social science evidence is correct in arguing 
that diversity makes us smarter, and if higher education 
researchers are correct about their findings related 
to college students, our elementary and secondary 
education students have much to learn and gain from 
public schools that are diverse and in which professional 
educators know how to build on that diversity to help 
all students learn deeper, better, and more creatively 
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