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Introduction

There is a robust literature on the impact of school-based poverty concentration on
academic achievement. In the first major study on the topic since the 1966 Coleman
Report, Mary Kennedy in 1986 found that the relationship between school poverty
concentrations and student achievement averages is stronger than the relationship
between family poverty status and student achievement.! Kennedy reported that non-
poor students attending schools with high concentrations of poverty are more likely to
fall behind than are poor students who attend schools with low concentrations of
poverty.? Numerous studies substantiate Kennedy’s findings;> and at this point there is no
question that school poverty concentration has a detrimental impact on student
achievement.

The best summary of the literature on school poverty concentration is an amicus brief
filed by the NAACP Legal Defense Fund and NYCLU in Paynter v. State. Because the
amicus brief (prepared by Strook Strook & Lavin) summarizes the research so
effectively, we will quote extensively from it in this summary.* The Paynter brief

! Kennedy, Mary M., et al. “Poverty, Achievement and the Distribution of Compensatory Education
Services: An Interim Report from the National Assessment of Chapter 1,” Office of Educational Research
and Improvement, Washington D.C., 1986. p. 30.

21d.

3 See Appendix Annotated Bibliography; infia note 12.

4 The social sciences sources listed in these excerpts include: Judith Anderson, Debra Hollinger and Joseph
Conaty, Poverty and Achievement: Reexamining the Relationship between School Poverty and Student
Achievement (1992) ("Poverty and Achievement"); Rebecca Barr and Robert Dreeben, How Schools Work
(University of Chicago Press 1983) and Christopher Jencks, 4 Reappraisal of the Most Controversial
Education Document of Our Time in New York Times Magazine (November, 1972)); James Coleman,
Equality and Educational Opportunity (U.S. Department of Health, Education, and Welfare 1966) (“The
Coleman Report”); Kathleen V. Hoover-Dempsy, Otto C. Bassler and Jane S. Brissie, Parent Involvement:
Contributions of Teacher Efficacy, Socio-Economic Status, and Other School Characteristics (Am. Educ.
Research Journal, Fall 1997) ("Parent Involvement"); Christopher Jencks, A Reappraisal of the Most
Controversial Education Document of Our Time in New York Times Magazine (November, 1972); Richard
Kahlenberg, A/l Together Now: Creating Middle-Class Schools through Public School Choice, Washington
D.C.: Brooking Institute, 2003; Michael S. Knapp and Patrick M. Shields, Reconceiving Academic
Instruction for the Children of Poverty (Eisenhower Nat'l Clearinghouse 1990) ("Reconceiving Academic
Instruction”); Tama Leventhal and Jeanne Brooks-Gunn, Moving to Opportunity: What About the Kids?
(Treachers College, Columbia University Feb. 2001); Marion Orr, et al., Concentrated Poverty and
Educational Achievement: Politics and Possibility in the Baltimore Region (University of Maryland (Draft)
2001); Poverty, Achievement and the Distribution of Compensatory Education Services (U.S. Department



reviews the history of poverty concentration research, beginning with the 1966 Coleman
Report:

Still regarded as "the most important education study of the twentieth century," The
Coleman Report concluded that, beyond individual student status, "a school's
socioeconomic background is a strong determinant of its students' achievement." The
Coleman Report at 21; All Together Now at 26. Since then, numerous scholars ranging
across the political spectrum have agreed with Coleman. Indeed, dozens of studies since
The Coleman Report conclude that concentrated poverty inevitably depresses
achievement on a school-wide and a district-wide basis. See Stephen J. Schellenberg,
Concentration of Poverty and the Ongoing Need for Title I in Hard Work for Good
Schools; Facts Not Fads in Title I Reform (The Civil Rights Project, Harvard University
1998) ("Concentration of Poverty") ("the link between poverty and low achievement has
become an unquestioned assumption"); All Together Now at 26 n.9-10.3

More recent research shows that school poverty concentration has an independent impact
on educational outcome:

“Parents know what...fifty years of sociological data have made clear: being born into a
poor family places students at risk, but to be assigned then to a school with a high
concentration of poverty poses a second, independent disadvantage that poor children
attending middle-class schools do not face. Taken together, being poor and attending
schools with classmates who are poor constitutes a clear “double handicap.” All Together
Now at 25. See Concentrated Poverty and Educational Achievement at 1-2;
Concentration of Poverty at 132; Judith Anderson, Debra Hollinger and Joseph Conaty,
Poverty and Achievement: Reexamining the relationship between Poverty and Student
Achievement(1992) ("Poverty and Achievement') at 1 ("The relationship between family
poverty status and student achievement is not as strong as the relationship between school
poverty concentration and school achievement average.").®

High concentrations of school poverty threaten the opportunities of poor and non-poor
students alike to obtain basic and essential skills:

The U.S. Department of Education has assessed the effect of poverty concentration on
both poor and non-poor students alike. See, e.g., Poverty, Achievement and Distribution.
In schools with less than 7% poverty, 27.6% of poor students and 11% of non-poor
students achieved below the national average. But when school poverty levels increase to
greater than 24%, then 56% of poor students and 36.9% of non-poor students fell below
the national average. Although the primary conclusion is that both groups suffered
dramatically, it is noteworthy that concentrated poverty had a greater relative impact on
non-poor students. Id. at 21.”

Research also finds that there is a “tipping point” at which the effects of poverty
concentration “become more deeply ingrained and therefore less susceptible to correction
from the school itself:”®

of Education Jan. 1986)("Poverty, Achievement and Distribution"); Michael Puma, et al., Prospects: Final
Report on Student Outcomes (Cambridge 1997) ("Prospects 1I"); Quality Counts: 1998: The Urban
Challenge (Education Week Jan. 1998) ("Quality Counts"); Stephen J. Schellenberg, Concentration of
Poverty and the Ongoing Need for Title I in Hard Work for Good Schools; Facts Not Fads in Title I Reform
(The Civil Rights Project, Harvard University 1998).

5 Brief Amicus Curiae on Behalf of NAACP Legal Defense & Educational Fund, Inc. and the New York
Civil Liberties Union, 2001 NY App. Div. Briefs 567, 19 (2001).

61d. at 23.

71d. at 24.

8 Id. at 25.



Research establishes that most successful schools are those in which the middle class is
the majority. Success starts turning to failure, it is generally agreed, when the school
becomes 50% minority or low income. See All Together Now at 39. The Prospects
studies found that when half a student body is poor, then all students' achievement will be
depressed, and that when 75% is poor, then all students' achievement will be "seriously"
depressed. Prospects II at 12. Another expert has concluded that a district with over 60%
poor children "can no longer rely solely on its own internal efforts" to avoid failure.
Concentration of Poverty at 133. By comparison, RCSD's 90% poverty configuration
puts it well beyond even these ominous figures, into a level identified as "extreme
poverty." Id. at 134.°

The correlation between poverty concentration and academic achievement is partly
explained by the human dynamics found in all schools. First, peer influence impacts
student achievement:

Experts have called students themselves the "hidden curriculum," meaning that students
learn as much from peers as from textbooks, homework, class projects and other
pedagogical services provided by the school. All Together Now at 48. Indeed, studies
have found that peers exert a stronger influence on students than do teachers and parents.
Id. at 48; The Coleman Report at 302 (highlighting the importance of this finding). In
low-poverty schools, this high degree of influence is educationally advantageous, as peer
interaction between different socio-economic groups and achievement levels generally
has a positive effect on outcomes because students testing below grade-level "are
distinctly helped by being in school with more high-achieving students." All Together
Now at 50. In high-poverty schools, however, where the myriad socio-economic
problems of impoverished neighborhoods are dominant, peer influence can be a
dangerous thing, seriously interfering with a student's ability and motivation to learn and
achieve. See Quality Counts, School Climate at 1...1°

Peer influence in high-poverty schools will not only diminish a student's ability to learn,
but his or her motivation to learn. Whether rich, poor or middle class, a student placed in
a high-poverty school will encounter an atmosphere that can be hostile to hard work and
high achievement. Impoverished students lack the life experience to see the value of hard
work in school, and may regard academic success as a capitulation to the values of a
middle class they have been excluded from. All Together Now at 51-2. In high-poverty
schools, students who work hard may be mocked for their efforts, and academic success
is regarded with suspicion, or hostility. Impoverished students also lack the experiential
foundation to share their middle class peers' desire to succeed or appreciate the
connection between success in school and success in life. See Concentrated Poverty and
Educational Achievement at 6 (describing how "general isolation from mainstream
experiences and opportunities," "limited life chances," "prior negative experiences," and
"experiences of exclusion from mainstream institutions" all work against educational
achievement).!!

Parents also influence educational outcomes:

Studies have repeatedly shown that middle class parents are simply more active in and
more demanding upon their children's schools -- and that their efforts get results:
increased involvement and higher expectation translate into higher performance.
Kathleen V. Hoover-Dempsy, Otto C. Bassler and Jane S. Brissie, Parent Involvement:
Contributions of Teacher Efficacy, Socio-Economic Status, and Other School
Characteristics (Am. Educ. Research Journal, Fall 1997) ("Parent Involvement").

Socio-economic class is a "primary predictor" of parental involvement. All Together
Now at 62. Parental involvement, in turn, is regarded as a hallmark of successful schools.

9m.
1014, at 26
T1d. at 27.



See Tama Leventhal and Jeanne Brooks-Gunn, Moving to Opportunity: What About the
Kids? (Treachers College, Columbia University Feb. 2001) at 24. Moreover, parental
participation in school raises achievement levels for the whole school. All Together Now
at 63. Yet while parents in low-poverty schools tend to view themselves as "partners with
the teachers," participation by parents in high-poverty schools tends to be "abysmally
low." Compare Parent Involvement at 430 with All Together Now at 62. Parents are, in
effect, an important educational resource, but one that varies greatly in quantity and
quality, with high-poverty inner-city schools lagging far behind middle-class suburban
schools. 2

Finally, teachers influence educational outcomes:

Unfortunately, under-qualified teachers too often end up at high-poverty schools. If they
do not start their careers there, then they are transferred from middle-class schools where
they were not making the grade "to a high-poverty-school dumping ground." All
Together Now at 71. Under-qualified teachers bring with them a litany of ominous
statistics: less likely to be licensed, less experienced, more likely to teach out of their
field, less formal education and lower test results than colleagues in low-poverty schools.

Furthermore, teachers in high-poverty schools can be "desperate" to leave, wracking their
schools with high rates of teacher turnover. Id. Understandably, these vacancies are hard
to fill. Teachers with the option prefer the higher salaries and more comfortable
atmosphere of middle-class schools. As a result, vacancies end up being filled by
candidates whose main virtue is their availability.'3

Students in high poverty concentrated schools are further disadvantaged by a “dilution of
the curriculum,” which “undercuts even the bright, motivated student who happens to
attend a high-poverty school.” * They also confront diminished teacher expectations:

A combination of peer, parent and teacher influences works a fourth kind of pedagogical
deprivation at high-poverty schools, namely a dilution of the curriculum. Because it is the
curriculum that drives learning and should promote academic achievement, this is
potentially the most damaging aspect of the causal link between high-poverty schools and
inadequate outcomes. An inadequate curriculum undercuts even the bright, motivated
student who happens to attend a high-poverty school. All Together Now at 75 n.120
(citing Rebecca Barr and Robert Dreeben, How Schools Work (University of Chicago
Press 1983) and Christopher Jencks, A Reappraisal of the Most Controversial Education
Document of Our Time in New York Times Magazine (November, 1972)).

Over and above eroding teacher quality, diminished teacher expectations has its own
deleterious effect on the curriculum of high-poverty schools. Concentrated Poverty and
Educational Achievement at 6. From the outset, the bar is set lower for these students.
Educator Deborah Meier has found that "whether schools are public or private, the social
class of the students has been and continues to be the single most significant factor in
determining how a school works and the intellectual values it promotes." All Together
Now at 72. Schoolwork graded as a "C" in a low-poverty school would earn an "A" in a
high-poverty school. Students in low-poverty schools are more likely to be rewarded for
academic excellence; students in high-poverty schools for attendance. Id. at 72-73, 75
n.115. See generally Prospects at 84-91; Michael S. Knapp and Patrick M. Shields,
Reconceiving Academic Instruction for the Children of Poverty (Eisenhower Nat'l
Clearinghouse 1990) ("Reconceiving Academic Instruction”).

In addition, guidance counselors, so key to the transition out of high school into college
and beyond, also labor under diminished expectations. The result is another missed
opportunity to motivate students to push themselves further in school and in life. And as
already discussed, parents in these schools are not involved enough to demand higher

121d. at 28.
131d. at 29.
141d. at 30-32.



expectations from the school or do not have high expectations themselves, so there is no
corrective mechanism as there is in middle class schools. In sum, from teachers to
principals to counselors in high-poverty schools, diminished expectations shrink both the
short and long-term educational potential of their students, and in so doing, their potential
for success in life is also sold short. See Concentrated Poverty and Educational
Achievement at 6 ("expectations are widely regarded as critical to student success").!

Current research corroborates these findings. For instance, a forthcoming issue of
Teachers College Record, vol. 112 no. 4 (2010), focuses on the effects of school
composition on educational achievement and presents recent findings of various
sociologists and professors of education on the impact of socioeconomic and racial
school context on student achievement.

The impact of school poverty concentration on academic achievement is widely
documented. In a poverty concentrated school, students are denied the benefits of positive
peer influence, parental school involvement, and quality teachers. They are confronted
with diluted curricula and diminished teacher expectations. All students, poor and non-
poor, are subject to the detrimental educational effects of attending a poverty
concentrated school. While it is true that intensive educational reform can bring
measurable improvements to high poverty schools, such concentrations of poor children
should be avoided wherever feasible.

5 1d.
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Banks, Karen. The Effect of School Poverty Concentration in WCPSS. Research Watch.
E&R Report No. March 2001: Karen Banks, Director of Wake County, NC’s Evaluation
and Research Division, presents research on the impact of school poverty in the Wake
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there is a strong negative correlation between trust and racial composition,
socioeconomic disadvantage, and school size, trust is a strong independent positive
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Hogrebe, Marc C.; Tate, William F. IV, School Composition and Context Factors that
Moderate and Predict 10®-Grade Science Proficiency, Teachers College Record, Vol.
112, no. 4, 2010: Examines relationships between 10"-grade science proficiency and



school context factors related to school environment, courses, and teachers. Confirms that
socioeconomic and minority status of schools are important predictive factors of
academic achievement. Finds that schools with more low-income and minority students
achieve higher science proficiency scores when they have a greater percentage of courses
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Contributions of Teacher Efficacy, Socio-Economic Status, and Other School
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predictors of parental involvement are teacher efficacy and school socioeconomic status,
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Education Services, U.S. Department of Education, December 1986: The first major
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Chapter 1; examines all students who could be or have been called “educationally
deprived;” discusses impact of trends in childhood poverty on Federal aid programs;” and
analyzes program beneficiaries. Finds that achievement scores of all students, not just
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Achievement, Sociology of Education, Vol. 71, no. 1, Jan. 1998, p. 23-42: Finds a
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Background and Standardized Test Scores of 4" Grade Pupils in the Madison-Dade
County Public Schools, Washington D.C., 2002: Cross-sectional analysis of fourth grade
students in sixty elementary schools in sixteen school districts of Madison-Dane County,
Wisconsin from 1998-2001. Measures the extent to which the SES status of a school’s
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the percentage of low income pupils in the school has any explanatory power for district-
by-district variations in test scores

(online at: http://www.schoolinfosystem.org/archives/Unifiedfinalreport.pdf)
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between school-based concentration of poverty and students academic achievement.
Includes tables showing academic achievement of students at schools with different
concentrations of poverty, broken down by students’ race/ethnicity, language spoken at
home, and SES status. Shows that both low and high SES students have significantly
lower academic achievement in low SES schools than in high SES schools.
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