
	
 

Discussion Brief: 
	

Monitoring and Evaluating the Impact of 
Childhood Poverty on Segregation  

in Chicago and Newark Schools 
 

Introduction  

The issue of poverty in the American school system is not a new one.  

Public schools have traditionally had to grapple with the issues of how to 

address childhood poverty in the context of limited state and federal resources1.  

The addition of charter schools via the school choice program2 has led to further 

racial, economic and gender-based segregation between students in the public-

school community and students in the charter school community3.  The number 

of charter schools who accept students from only higher-income backgrounds 

has increased, thus concentrating low-income students in other schools and 

further racial and economic segregation.  The National Center for Education 

statistics reports that 75% of African American and Hispanic youth in the United 

States attend schools where their peers are categorized as low-income.4 I will 

examine the context of racial isolation that exists in charter schools in Newark 

and in Chicago and the factors involved that create a social context for racial 

segregation to flourish.  By isolation, I mean the siphoning of young black and 

Hispanic students into schools where they represent the majority and come from 

middle to lower socioeconomic classes.  They have little interaction with white 

students, particularly white students from wealthier backgrounds.  My 

recommendations include equitable funding of public schools, broadening access 

to high-quality pre-school programs, reducing segregation and isolation, and 

adopting effective school programs and a high-quality teacher workforce to 

																																																													
1Boschma and Brownstein, “The Concentration of Poverty in American Schools.” February 29, 2016.  
http://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2016/02/concentration-poverty-american-
schools/471414.  Accessed April 6, 2017.   
 
2School choice is a term for K–12 public education options in the United States, describing a wide 
array of programs offering students and their families alternatives to publicly provided schools, to 
which students are generally assigned by the location of their family residence.  
 
3 Poverty and Education: Finding the Way Forward.” 2013.  Educational Testing Center Online.  
https://www.ets.org/s/research/pdf/poverty_and_education_report.pdf.   Accessed March 22, 2017.   
 
4Ibid.   
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ensure that all students, regardless of income level, receive the education and the 

services they need to thrive.   

Context: Racial Segregation in the American School System 

According to the National Center for Education Statistics, 75% of African 

American and Hispanic Young people attend schools where classmates are 

categorized as low-income.5  In 80 out of 83 cities, at least half of black students 

attend a school where most classmates qualify as poor or low income.6 For black 

students, Newark ranks #4 in the category of black students attending low 

income schools.  Chicago ranks #11 in the same category.  In 53 cities, 80% of 

Hispanic students attend low income schools.7  For Hispanic students, Newark 

ranks #2 in this department.  Chicago again ranks #11 in terms of concentration 

of Hispanic students in low-income schools.  In Chicago, 96% of black and Latino 

students attend majority poor schools.  The causes attributed to rising levels of 

racial segregation include: 1) rising residential segregation: the concentration of 

low and high-income children attending separate schools based on the 

neighborhoods in which they live, and 2) Peer problems, geographic mobility and 

challenges in attracting good teachers have made it difficult to provide high-

quality learning experiences.8 

The History of Racial Segregation in the Charter School System 

 Charter schools represented only 2.5% of the public school enrollment in 

2007-2008.9 The 1999 federal analysis, for example, found that charter schools 

in 6 of 24 states with charter schools at the time— Massachusetts, Connecticut, 

Michigan, Minnesota, North Carolina and Texas— served higher percentages of 

students of color than public schools in those states.10 A year later, the 2000 

report declared, “In most states, the racial-ethnic distribution of charter schools 

did not mirror the distribution in all public schools.”11However, 70% of Black 

																																																													
5Ibid.   
 
6Ibid.    
 
7Ibid.    
 
8 Duncan and Murnane, “Growing Income Inequality Threatens American Education.”  March 1, 
2014.  http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2014/03/01/kappan_duncanmurnane.html.  Accessed 
April 6, 2017.  
  
9 Frankenberg, E., Siegel-Hawley, G., Wang, J. (2011) “Choice without equity: Charter school 
segregation.” Educational Policy Analysis Archives, 19 (1). 
http://epaa.asu.edu/ojs/article/view/779.   
Retrieved April 15, 2017.    
  
10 Berman, P., Et al.  (1999). “The state of charter schools: Third-year report.” Washington, D.C.: U.S. 
Department of Education, Office of Educational Research and Improvement.  Accessed April 15, 
2017.   
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charter school students in the country attended hyper-segregated minority 

schools in 2000–01 (compared to 34% segregation of Black students enrolled in 

traditional public schools)— schools where more than 90% of students were 

from underrepresented racial backgrounds.12 The last federal report issued in 

2004, based on an analysis of three years of data, again found significant 

differences between traditional public schools and overall charter school 

enrollment of African American, Hispanic, and White students. Additionally, the 

researchers noted that minority enrollment in charter schools continued to climb, 

making up nearly two-thirds of all charter school students in 2001-2002.13   

Racial segregation by geographic location and income level 

In the Northeast and Midwest, black students are enrolled in charter 

schools to a much greater extent than in traditional public schools.  Black 

students comprise approximately half of the charter school enrollment in these 

two regions, whereas they make up only 14% of students among traditional 

public schools.14  Nearly 90% of segregated minority charter programs were also 

schools where most students came from low-income backgrounds during the 

2007-2008 school year.15 Yet in 2007-08, levels of segregation for charter school 

students of all races, but especially black students, were considerably higher than 

for their peers in traditional public schools. Fully seven out of ten black charter 

school students attended schools where less than 10% of students were white, 

and 43% attended schools where white students were less than 1% of the 

enrollment.16  The racial segregation of black and white students in charter 

schools based on income level necessitates a brief review of the federal poverty 

measures and how they came to be in place. 

Background on Federal Poverty Measures 

 The official poverty rate was first adopted under the Johnson 

Administration in 1969.17  The U.S. Census Bureau determines poverty status by 

																																																																																																																																																																																																				
11Nelson, B., Berman, et al. (2000). “The state of charter schools 2000: Fourth-year report.” 
Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Education, Office of Educational Research and Improvement.  
Accessed April 15, 2017.  
 
12Ibid.    
 
13 Finnigan, K. et al. (2004). “Evaluation of charter schools program: 2004 Final Report. U.S. 
Department of Education.” 
http://www.eric.ed.gov/ERICDocs/data/ericdocs2sql/content_storage_01/0000019b/80/ 
29/d8/04.pdf.  Accessed April 15, 2017.   
 
14 Frankenburg and Siegel-Hawley (2012).  “Not Just Urban Policy: Suburbs, Segregation, and 
Charter Schools.”  Journal of Scholarship and Practice, Vol 8, No 4.  
http://www.aasa.org/uploadedFiles/Publications/Journals/AASA_Jounral_of_Scholarship_and_Prac
tice/Winter2012.FINAL.pdf#page=3. Accessed April 15, 2017.       
 
15Ibid.    
 
16Ibid.   
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comparing pre-tax cash income against a threshold that is set at three times the 

cost of a minimum food diet in 1963, updated annually for inflation using the 

Consumer Price Index (CPI) and adjusted for family size, composition, and age of 

householder.18 The Federal Poverty Measure does not include government 

spending for programs that assist individuals with various expenses.  Every 

September, the U.S. Census Bureau releases an updated of the national poverty 

rate for the prior year.  In 2015, there were 43.1 million people in poverty, 3.5 

million less than in 2014.19  For fiscal year 2016, the poverty threshold for a 

family of four with two children under the age of 16 came to $24,339.20 

 The Supplemental Poverty Measure was developed to account for 

government spending directed at low-income families not included in the original 

poverty thresholds.21  The Income-to-Poverty ratio, which measures a family’s 

income to the income required to exist in a state of poverty, reveals that 20 

million Americans have incomes of less than half the poverty threshold for FY 

2011.22 Absolute Poverty Measures specifically identify income thresholds to 

apply varied family configurations as the defining poverty level.  Relative Income 

Measures characterize the income of low-income families by comparison to 

others in the income distribution, usually the median.   Both are used to parse the 

poverty rate in the United States.   

Causes: Concentration of Racial Segregation in Public Schools in Chicago and 

Newark.   

Map: Poverty Isolation in Chicago and Newark Schools 

																																																																																																																																																																																																				
17 Richard Coley, “Poverty and Education: Finding the Way Forward.” 2013.  Educational Testing 
Center Online.  https://www.ets.org/s/research/pdf/poverty_and_education_report.pdf.   Accessed 
March 22, 2017.   
 
18“How is Poverty Measured in the United States?”  2017.  Institute for Research and Poverty 
Online.  http://www.irp.wisc.edu/faqs/faq2.htm.  Accessed April 15, 2017.   
 
19 Proctor, et al.  “Income and Poverty in the United States: 2015.”   2017.  U.S. Census Bureau 
Online.  https://www.census.gov/library/publications/2016/demo/p60-256.html.  Accessed April 
15, 2017.   
 
20“Poverty Thresholds by Size of Family and Number of Children.” 2017.  U.S. Census Bureau Online.  
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/income-poverty/historical-poverty-
thresholds.html. Accessed April 15, 2017.    
 
21Richard Coley, Poverty and Education: Finding the Way Forward.” 2013.  Educational Testing 
Center Online.  https://www.ets.org/s/research/pdf/poverty_and_education_report.pdf.   Accessed 
March 22, 2017.    
 
22Ibid.    
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Although concentrated largely within lower-income neighborhoods in large 

urban school districts, charter schooling has failed to disrupt substantially the 

concentration of poverty.  In the cities of Chicago and Newark, there is a huge 

concentration of low-income students within the public school system.  The City 

of Chicago Public Schools contains over 75% of low-income students.23 A handful 

of smaller, surrounding districts in the Chicago area also feature 75% of low-

income students and those shown in lighter brown have 50 to 75% of low 

income students.24 The causes for high rates of poverty and racial segregation 

within the Chicago public school system can be attributed largely to high 

instances of race-based residential segregation, in which blacks are shuffled into 

the poorest communities, and thus, whose children are forced to attend low-

income schools.   

 In the city of Newark, most of those schools range from 50% to over 90% 

of children in families falling below the 130% income threshold for poverty.25  

Similar to Chicago, inner urban fringe districts have high concentration of low-

income children.  The interesting thing to note is that a handful of charter schools 

within the city have much lower concentrations of low-income children, in the 

range of 40-50%.  The reason for this is because these schools operate within a 
																																																													
23Poverty and Education: Finding the Way Forward.” 2013.  Educational Testing Center Online.  
https://www.ets.org/s/research/pdf/poverty_and_education_report.pdf.   Accessed March 22, 2017.   
 
24Ibid.   
 
25Ibid.     
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“choice” model among city school children, where some schools serve smaller 

shares of low-income children, others necessarily end up serving higher shares.  

Thus, the presence of charter schools within the Newark City Public School 

system may invariably exacerbate income and racial segregation among school 

children.   

Policy Implications: Disadvantages for Lower-Income Students 

 The impact of being racially and socioeconomically segregated from 

wealthier students presents many challenges for students in the low-income 

population.  They have less peer-to peer interaction daily, which largely serves to 

disadvantage them.  Segregating students by race and economic background 

also increases the cost of improving child outcomes by requiring more targeted 

educational interventions, such as tutoring, and opportunities for socioemotional 

development and supplemental services for children.  Finally, given the current 

Presidential administration, political support is on the decline, particularly for 

additional resources in low-income areas.  President Trump has mentioned that 

he wants to eliminate $1.2 billion in funding for afterschool programs which 

service 1.6 million children across the United States.26  This would invariably 

disadvantage low-income students, many of whom rely on those programs 

because their parents work full-day shifts and cannot supervise them once the 

school day lets out. 

Critique of Policy Options: The Challenge of Racially Diverse Charter Schools 

 While charter schools may improve diversity in some cities that can be 

outlined for best practices, such as New York, there have been some cities such 

as Chicago and Newark, where charter schools have not only decreased 

diversity, but concentrated a significant number of students from similar 

socioeconomic and racial backgrounds into the same schools.  The current 

approach is not sufficient, because there has been an increased in the number of 

charter schools in Chicago and Newark, and those schools have only served to 

further deepen the racial and economic divide between students.  By the same 

token, funding for public schools has declined in both Chicago and Newark, and 

students who would benefit from attending public schools are now forced to 

attend charter schools, where teacher quality may not be as good as those found 

in the public school system and most students belong to one income class and 

racial category.   

Policy Recommendations: Desegregating the Public School System in Chicago 

and Newark 

																																																													
26Emma Brown, “Trump Budget Casualty: Afterschool Programs for 1.6 Million Kids.  Most are 
Poor.”  2017.  https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/education/trump-budget-casualty-
afterschool-programs-for-16-million-kids-most-are-poor/2017/03/16/78802430-0a6f-11e7-b77c-
0047d15a24e0_story.html?utm_term=.c9e6495839d8.  Accessed April 15, 2017.    
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1.  Raise Awareness About Poverty Rates through Various Media- disseminate 

objective data on different measures of poverty and their impact on children that 

clearly connects poverty to hunger rates and educational outcomes.   

2.  Equitable and Adequate Funding for Public Schools- Increase funding for 

public schools and allocate those funds more progressively so as not to 

concentrate low-income children in school choice programs in charter schools.   

3. Broaden Access to High Quality Pre-School Programs: Studies have shown 

that the short and long-term effects of high-quality pre-school programs on 

cognition, social-emotional development, school progress, and the reduction of 

antisocial and criminal behavior are significant.   

4.  Reducing Segregation and Isolation: This problem has been attributed 

specifically to decades of strategically planned housing segregation.  Decrease 

the number of school-choice programs in Chicago and Newark, which lead to 

increased economic segregation.     

5.  Adapting Effective School Practices: Smaller class sizes have been shown to 

yield greater academic achievements, closing racial and socioeconomic 

achievement gaps.  For charter schools, longer school days and intensive tutoring 

for low-income students lead to greater educational outcomes.   

6.  High-Quality Teacher Workforce:  This measure may require higher salaries.  

States also need to properly education teachers regarding the eligibility criteria 

for teaching in the public schools system.   

7.  Improving the Measurement of Poverty: Continue to expand the official 

definition of income to include government spending targeting low-income 

families and to recognize the differences in cost of living across regions.   
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