Housing Policy Is School Policy

In 1966, sociologist James Coleman released his path-breaking study, Equality of Educational Opportunity.   Sponsored by the then-US Office of Education, the Coleman Report concluded that the socioeconomic (SES) characteristics of a child and of the child’s classmates (measured principally by family income and parental education) were the overwhelming factors that accounted for academic success.   Nothing else – expenditures per pupil, pupil-teacher ratios, teacher experience, instructional materials, age of school buildings, etc. – came close.   
“The educational resources provided by a child’s fellow students,” Coleman summarized, “are more important for his achievement than are the resources provided by the school board.”    So important are fellow students, the report found, that “the social composition of the student body is more highly related to achievement, independent of the student’s own social background, than is any school factor.”

In the almost five decades since, there’s been no more consistent finding of education researchers (including almost two dozen of my own studies) – and no research finding more consistently ignored by most politicians and many educators.   They will not challenge the underlying racial and class structure of American society.
The definitive research into the impact of economically integrated classrooms on low-income children’s academic achievement levels has now been carried out by Dr. Heather Schwartz.   She analyzed up to seven years of test scores for 858 children from public housing families in Montgomery County, Md.   With the nation’s oldest and largest inclusionary zoning program (see box 3.1) and a highly-rated county-wide school district, Montgomery County provided the perfect laboratory for testing the effectiveness of economic school integration.   Public housing children don’t live in projects, but in housing authority-owned townhouses and private apartment complexes scattered throughout the USA’s eleventh highest income county. 

Dr. Schwartz’s findings are summarized in the two charts.    The “Red Zone schools” lines show how well public housing children closed the gaps in higher poverty schools that were receiving substantial extra resources from the school district (such as full-day kindergarten, smaller class sizes, intensive teacher training, and a 20 percent boost in per pupil expenditures).   After modest gains in the early grades, the public housing children fell further behind district averages as they approached their teens.

Public housing children in the low-poverty “Green Zone” schools received no special assistance.   They merely benefited from being surrounded by classmates from much higher income, more highly educated families.   As they approached their teenage years, their test scores soared and they rapidly closed the gaps.

Dr. Schwartz found that two-thirds of their success was attributable to attending high SES status schools and one-third to living in high SES neighborhoods.  In other words, where a child lives largely shapes the child’s educational opportunities – not in terms of how much money is being spent per pupil but who the child’s classmates are.   Housing policy is school policy. 
� Quoted in Richard D. Kahlenberg. All Together Now: Creating Middle-Class Schools through Public School Choice. Brookings Institution Press: Washington, DC. (2001), page 28.   Kahlenberg’s 33 pages of footnotes to chapters 3 and 4 catalogue most major studies on the effects of racial and economic school integration. 





