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ABSTRACT

Residential segregation by race and ethnicity in the United States has persisted at high levels despite half a century of fair
housing legislation, creating school attendance zones that translate residential segregation into school-level racial
segregation with profound consequences for educational equity. This paper examines the mechanisms through which
residential segregation generates educational inequality: the local property tax funding model that links school resource
levels to neighborhood wealth, the concentration of experienced teachers in higher-income and predominantly White
schools, and the peer effects and social capital differences across racially segregated schools. Drawing on Massey and
Denton’s (1993) foundational analysis of residential segregation and contemporary segregation sociology, we analyze how
historical residential segregation maintains self-reinforcing educational disadvantage and evaluate the sociological
evidence on desegregation, voluntary integration, and magnet school programs.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Residential segregation by race has been central to American sociology since the Chicago School of the 1920s, but the
foundational modern analysis was provided by Massey and Denton (1993), in ‘American Apartheid: Segregation and the
Making of the Underclass’ (Harvard University Press). They documented that Black Americans in the late 20th century
experienced a unique and extreme form of residential segregation—hypersegregation—characterized by high levels across
five dimensions of residential segregation simultaneously (evenness, exposure, concentration, centralization, and
clustering). This hypersegregation, Massey and Denton argued, was not an organic outcome of individual preferences but
the product of deliberate public policies and private discrimination that continues to structure opportunity in American
metropolitan areas.

The educational consequences of residential segregation are transmitted through the system of local property tax funding
for public schools. In most U.S. states, school district funding depends heavily on local property tax revenues, creating a
direct link between neighborhood wealth and school resources. Residentially segregated cities produce school districts
with dramatically different tax bases and therefore dramatically different per-pupil expenditures. This funding model was
challenged in Serrano v. Priest (1971) and San Antonio Independent School District v. Rodriguez (1973), with the Supreme
Court in Rodriguez declining to establish education as a federal constitutional right, leaving states to address funding
disparities under state constitutions.

2. MECHANISMS OF SEGREGATION-EDUCATION LINKAGE
2.1 School Funding Inequality

The local property tax funding model generates substantial resource disparities across racially segregated school districts.
Jackson, Johnson, and Persico (2016), in the Quarterly Journal of Economics (131(1): 157-218), provide the most
compelling causal evidence that school spending affects adult outcomes, finding that a 10% increase in per-pupil spending
across all 12 years of school increases adult wages by 7% and reduces the probability of adult poverty by 3.2%. Their
estimates, derived from court-ordered school funding reforms as natural experiments, confirm that the resource disparities
generated by property tax funding segregation have real consequences for intergenerational mobility.
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2.2 Teacher Quality Sorting

Higher-income and predominantly White schools attract more experienced, credentialed, and effective teachers through
better working conditions, higher salaries (in some districts), and preference for suburban environments among teacher
candidates. Hanushek, Rivkin, and Kain (2005), in the Review of Economics and Statistics (87(3): 417-433), document
that teacher quality variation is the dominant determinant of school-level achievement differences, exceeding the
contribution of any other resource input. The systematic sorting of more effective teachers away from predominantly Black
and low-income schools compounds the resource disparities from property tax funding into educational outcome disparities.

3. DESEGREGATION EVIDENCE

Table 1. Evidence on policies addressing segregation-education linkages.

Policy Evidence on Educational Outcomes Evidence on Residential Integration

Court-ordered busing Black student test scores +0.15-0.20 SD; Limited: busing did not change residential

(1970s-80s) White outcomes unchanged (Guryan, 2004) patterns; reversed when orders lifted

Magnet schools Positive for participants; selection bias Modest voluntary integration where
concerns in estimates magnets are city-wide

School funding reform  Jackson et al. (2016): +7% adult wages per Indirect: higher-quality schools in lower-

(state) 10% spending increase income districts may increase stability

Affordable Housing Chetty et al. (2016): moving to lower-poverty  Direct residential integration with

near good schools areas improves child outcomes educational spillovers

4. METROPOLITAN APPROACHES

Reardon and Owens (2014), in the Annual Review of Sociology (40: 199-220), document that school segregation in
metropolitan areas is driven increasingly by income segregation alongside race, and that these two forms of segregation
reinforce each other. Chetty et al. (2016), in the Quarterly Journal of Economics (131(3): 1107-1162), provide
experimental evidence from the Moving to Opportunity experiment that moving from high-poverty to lower-poverty
neighborhoods during childhood improves adult earnings by approximately 31% and increases college attendance by 2.5
percentage points. This evidence supports metropolitan approaches to housing policy—inclusionary zoning, scattered-site
affordable housing, and housing mobility programs—as the most direct lever for reducing both residential segregation and
its educational consequences.

5. CONCLUSION

Residential segregation and educational inequality are mutually reinforcing systems maintained by local property tax
school funding, teacher quality sorting, and decades of underinvestment in predominantly Black and low-income school
districts. Desegregation and school funding reform represent the two most evidence-based policy levers for improving
educational equity, but both face political obstacles from homeowners and local governments seeking to maintain resource
advantages for their communities. Metropolitan approaches combining housing mobility programs with school funding
equalization offer the most comprehensive strategy for breaking the residential segregation-educational inequality link.
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