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Still, the distribution of the white population and students of color is far from even
across Nassau County’s 56 school districts. Racial/ethnic segregation, as indicated by H, has
remained steady at approximately .4 over the last several decades, which is more than double
the national average. Importantly, roughly 95 percent of the segregation lies between rather
than within districts. The red line at the bottom of Figure 4 below indicates the proportion of
segregation that lies within school districts. The yellow line indicates the proportion of
segregation that lies between districts, while the black line indicates overall segregation. Note
that the yellow and black lines virtually overlap, indicating the tremendous amount of between-
district segregation. These rather dramatic racial and ethnic distinctions across school district

boundaries have implications for who moves where in Nassau County and how much they pay
for their home.

Figure 6. Nassau County School Segregation Index (H), Between and Within Districts
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School District Boundaries and Property Values

To fully appreciate how the demographic shifts noted above and the resulting racial
segregation intersected with the “value” that homebuyers placed on houses across boundary
lines, we conducted a statistical analysis of the prices that home buyers in Nassau County in the
years 2007 and 2010 paid for their houses across school district boundary lines. In order to
conduct this analysis, we obtained data from the Nassau County Assessor’s office on the
“quality” of each home bought and sold during the time period. This data base included all the
material, tangible factors we would think of that should affect the price of a home -- the size of
the lot; the size of the house, including number of bedrooms and bathrooms; and characteristics
of the construction, such as wood versus vinyl siding or a renovated kitchen. We also had the
address of each house and were able to therefore, locate each residence within the boundaries
of the school districts on Nassau County.
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Our analyses indicate that patterns of demographic change, home buying and
segregation overlap with the early 21* Century “housing bubble” and subsequent pop of that
bubble in interesting ways. For instance, we found that in 2007, during the height of the U.S.
housing bubble, homes in Nassau County school districts with black/Hispanic enrollments under
10 percent sold at a 50 percent premium over homes in majority black and Hispanic districts
(roughly $700,000 versus $470,000). By 2010, however, when the housing bubble had burst and
consequently the predatory lending and inflated housing prices in low-income neighborhoods
declined, homes in districts with less than 10 percent black and Hispanic enrollments had
declined in value by less than $20,000 (a 2.5 percent decline), while homes in majority black
districts had declined by well over $100,000 (an almost 25 percent decline). By 2010, a house in
a high-minority district was worth just over half as much as a home in a low-minority enrollment
district.

In both years, substantial differences in home characteristics across low- and high-
minority districts appear to largely explain these home price differentials. Homes in districts
with proportionately fewer black and Hispanic students are larger in terms of both square feet
and lot size, are typically newer, and have more bathrooms and fireplaces. County assessors also
award homes in these districts higher ratings based on the quality and type of home
construction. Unsurprisingly, school district racial/ethnic composition is also tightly linked with
other district characteristics. High-minority districts enroll larger proportions of both ESL
students and those who qualify for free lunches. But the most glaring disparities are in school
district academic profiles. Over two full standard deviations separate high- and low-minority
enrollment districts in terms of student test scores and post-secondary schooling.

These district characteristics are also reflected in the socio-economic backgrounds of
school district residents. Household median income in high-minority districts is considerably
lower, as are adult college completion rates. Residents in low-minority districts are almost twice
as likely to have household income from dividends, interest, and rental properties. Interestingly,
children in high-minority districts are actually more likely to attend private school. Our goal was
to explore the extent to which home values and school district racial/ethnic composition are
linked once we account for these tangible differences in home, school district, and
neighborhood characteristics.

We employed an analytic approach often referred to as a boundary fixed effects model,
which allowed us to estimate the relationship between school district racial/ethnic composition
and home prices for two homes in the same neighborhood that were separated by a school
district boundary. The models further controlled for a host of home, neighborhood, and district
characteristics. The most powerful finding to emerge from this analysis is that place (namely
school district) and the different people who live and go to school in these different places
continue to matter even after accounting for the physical or tangible qualities of the home.

Table 1 displays the results of our boundary fixed-effects analyses. The first model in the
far left column compares homes within 0.25 miles of the same school district boundary.
Analyses using homes located so close to the same boundary—particularly in suburban Nassau
County—are quite likely to share similar neighborhood characteristics. These analyses, which
use 124 boundary comparison groups, indicate no association between school district
racial/ethnic composition and home prices once we adjust for covariates related to home,
district, and neighborhood characteristics. (The unadjusted black/Hispanic composition
coefficient is -0.004; p<.001). Apparently, the descriptive associations between 2007 home
prices and school district racial/ethnic composition displayed in Table 1 can be explained by
measured differences in home, school district, and neighborhood attributes. Even after
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considering these school district and home attributes, homes sell for more in higher-income,
wealthier, and more educated neighborhoods—characteristics that are obviously strongly linked
to school district socio-demographic composition.

Table 1. School District Racial/Ethnic Composition and Home Values in Nassau County, 2007

0.15 Mile Boundary Fixed Effect Models Full Sample
(n=3,347) (n=11,243)

School District Characteristics
% Black/Hispanic -0.002~ -0.001 0.000 -0.001***
% ESL -0.003 -0.003 -0.002 -0.001
% free lunch 0.003** 0.003** 0.003** 0.004***
Academic proﬁle1 0.099*** 0.062*** 0.062*** 0.068***
Spending /pupil ($1000s) 0.003 0.002 0.002 -0.001*
Tax rate’ -0.003* -0.003*** -0.002** -0.006***
Home Characteristics
Home age -0.001** -0.001** 0.000
Square feet (100s) 0.002%** 0.002%** 0.002***
Lot size (acres) 0.220** 0.204** 0.160***
# full baths 0.051*** 0.049*** 0.057***
# half baths 0.040*** 0.036*** 0.028***
# fireplaces 0.057*** 0.049*** 0.040***
Assessor grade3 0.048*** 0.042*** 0.047***
Medium/heavy traffic -0.039 -0.033 -0.023
Neighborhood
Characteristics
% Black/Hispanic 0.000 0.000
Med. househld inc. (51000s) 0.001*** 0.001***
% homes non-work inc.”* 0.001* 0.001***
% children private schools 0.000 0.000
% homes school-age children 0.000 0.000
% adults college grads 0.001*** 0.003***
Constant 13.295%** 12.348%** 12.238*** 12.343%**
R’ 19.72%** 65.18*** 67.53*** 72.25%**

~ p<.10; p<.05; p<.01; p<.001. Outcome is home sales price in log dollars.
' A composite measure of school district academic outcomes, including mean third and eighth grade mathematics and English test scores, New
York State high school English, mathematics and physics Regents test scores, and the percent of district graduates who subsequently attended
four-year colleges and universities. Measure is z-scored (M=0, SD=1).
Tax rate per $400,000 assessed home value
* A 17-level measure of home quality where 17="A+"; 16= “A”; 15="A-", etc.
4 . P . .
Includes income from dividends, interest, and rental income.
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The second model in Table 2 includes data from all homes sold in Nassau County in

2010. Note here the significant estimate associated with school district black/Hispanic

enrollments, which suggests the presence of unmeasured variable bias potentially accounted for
by the fixed-effect model in the first column. The third and fourth columns employ data from

homes sold in 2010.

Table 2. School District Racial/Ethnic Composition and Home Values in Nassau County, 2010

0.15 Mile Boundary Fixed Effect Models Full Sample
(n=3,057) (n=9,924)

School District Characteristics
% Black/Hispanic -0.002 -0.002** -0.003** -0.001***
% ESL -0.001 -0.007 -0.007 -0.001
% free lunch -0.001 0.000 0.001 0.004***
Academic profile’ 0.094* 0.038 0.037~ 0.068***
Spending /pupil ($1000s) 0.001 0.001 0.000 -0.001*
Tax rate’ -0.003 -0.004*** -0.004*** -0.006***
Home Characteristics
Home age 0.000 0.001 0.000
Square feet (100s) 0.002*** 0.002*** 0.002***
Lot size (acres) 0.019 0.019 0.160***
# full baths 0.027~ 0.027~ 0.057***
# half baths 0.021 0.021 0.028***
# fireplaces 0.036~ 0.034~ 0.040***
Assessor grade® 0.095*** 0.093*** 0.047***
Medium/heavy traffic -0.010 -0.012 -0.023
Neighborhood
Characteristics
% Black/Hispanic 0.001 0.000
Med. househld inc. (51000s) 0.000 0.001***
% homes non-work inc.* 0.001 0.001***
% children private schools 0.002~ 0.000
% homes school-age children 0.000 0.000
% adults college grads 0.000 0.003***
Constant 13.092*** 11.818*** 11.788*** 12.343%**
R’ 17.63*** 42 .87*** 42.86%** 72.25%**

~ p<.10; p<.05; p<.01; p<.001. Outcome is home sales price in log dollars.

' A composite measure of school district academic outcomes, including mean third and eighth grade mathematics and English test scores,
New York State high school English, mathematics and physics Regents test scores, and the percent of district graduates who subsequently

attended four-year colleges and universities. Measure is z-scored (M=0, SD=1).
Tax rate per $400,000 assessed home value
* A 17-level measure of home quality where 17="A+"; 16= “A”; 15="A-", etc.
4 . P . .
Includes income from dividends, interest, and rental income.

Importantly, the fixed-effect analyses and those using the full sample both suggest
negative associations between school district racial/ethnic composition and home values, even

after accounting for a wide array of covariates, including neighborhood racial/ethnic
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composition and household income. Specifically, both models indicate that a one-percent
increase in black/Hispanic enrollments is associated with a 0.3 percent decrease in home values
(p<.001). Put another way, almost $50,000 in price would separate two otherwise similar
homes, one located in a district that is 30 percent black/Hispanic, and other located in a district
with 70 percent black/Hispanic enrollments (given Nassau County’s 2010 median home price of
$415,000). These findings strongly suggest that at least some proportion of home “value”
differences in post-mortgage lending frenzy era is related to the racial makeup of the public
school district in which a home is located.

Section Three:
Mounting Pressures on Suburban Communities and their Public Schools

During the time period in which we studied Nassau County and its suburban schools (2008-
2013), we heard from educators in virtually every school district that the mounting pressures of
tight budgets, a new accountability system with a high-stakes teacher evaluation system, and
the growing anti-public education politics had all come down upon them at once. This
confluence of factors was often referred to as “the perfect storm.”

While the “storm” was no doubt impacting all 56 public school districts in Nassau County
and beyond to varying degrees, it appears to have hit those districts experiencing demographic
changes in terms of their student bodies especially hard. These districts, as discussed in more
detail below, are now serving a student body with different educational needs than the students
they enrolled in the past. These needs range from limited English proficiency to lack of health
care to the greater demands on students to take on family responsibilities as both of their
parents work long hours to afford their suburban homes. These issues are hard enough to
address in the face of budget cuts and a pressurized accountability system. Add to that the anti-
public school politics that are sweeping the nation, and quite possibly related to the changing
demographics of the students and the country, and many educators on Long Island find
themselves fighting an uphill battle to maintain their reputations, and thus their attraction to
home buyers who can pay their property taxes. A vicious cycle ensues.

In this section, we discuss three dimensions of the so-called Perfect Storm and question the
sustainability of the current model of funding, governing and political support for suburban
public education:

The Perfect Storm Part One = Scarce Resources; Growing Need:
When the System of Locally Funded Public Schools Begin to Fall Apart

Public schools in the U.S. and in New York State, particularly most of those in suburban
school districts, are predominantly funded by local property taxes. Thus, the ability of local
communities to fund schools at a high level varies incredibly from school district to school
district depending on the value of the properties within that district and the ability of the
property owners to support the public school budget. As a Nassau County official in the tax
collector’s office noted, of all the local municipalities and jurisdictions in the hyper fragmented
Nassau — e.g. the three towns, two cities and 64 villages — for most people, their local school
district is geographically the smallest, but it is the largest portion of their tax bill — usually 65 to
70 percent.

Furthermore, the more commercial property you have in a district, or the more
industrial property — e.g. a local power plant -- the less of a tax and funding burden there is on
the homeowners. According to one Nassau County superintendent who has worked in several
school districts in the New York City metro area, including one with a power plant in it, these
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plants can pay up to 30 or 40 percent of the local school district budget. Thus, sometimes, as is
often the case on Long Island, the most affluent school districts with the highest property values
actually have the lowest property tax rates and the highest per-pupil expenditures because of
the commercial property located in the district.

In the best of suburban times, this system of public school funding led to large
disparities between the “haves” and the “have nots.” In the current, difficult economic suburban
times, as more of the affluent prospective home buyers move into luxury condos in the city, this
system begins to unravel because only the most affluent of these geographically small, highly
fragmented school districts can sustain themselves — and even they are struggling. To make
matters even worse, this model of a self-sustaining suburban public education system is on the
brink of disaster at the very moment that its student body is shifting from predominantly white
and working-to-upper-middle-class to increasingly racially and ethnically diverse and less
affluent overall.

Given these changing times and the shaky feasibility of the self-sustaining suburban
funding model, it is no wonder that in 2011, the New York State legislature passed a property
tax cap law, which requires the local governments and school districts to raise taxes by no more
than two percent per year or at rate of inflation, whichever is less. Any override of the cap must
be supported by 60 percent of the voters in the local community. This two percent property tax
cap, coupled with the slow economy, a still weak housing market, and the rising cost of school
district employee health care and pensions, forced all but one of the school boards in twelve
Nassau County districts we studied to cut their regular operating budgets.

These budget constraints were real and felt across both affluent and poorer school
districts. Because of the funding formula, most school districts are heavily reliant on local
revenues for 60-70 percent of its total funding. This dependence on local revenue is problematic
on several levels; not the least of which is that it perpetuates material inequality across district
boundaries, while leaving each “tub” or school district on its own bottom.

Even in school districts that are not struggling, this system of funding is starting to weigh
heavily on the local community. According to one school board member in a school district of
very affluent, predominantly white homeowners:

... we get very little, almost no government aid, so essentially the 95
million dollar budget that we have, all save 4 to 5 million dollars, is borne
by our residents. That is a tremendous challenge — tremendous. And now
with the economy, the way it’s been has been an increasing burden on
the residents of the district. | mean... at this point in time we want to
maintain what we have and improve quality where we can, but we’re not
at a point now where we’re going to be expanding with a lot of new
programs and a lot of new things.

This school board member noted that her district is focused now on maintaining what it
has and keeping the district intact and as positive and as strong as they can given the financial
constraints. She did note, however, that despite the history of community support for public
education, people have been hit hard over the last few years by the bad economy. She
explained that “l don’t think there is anybody who lives in this town that doesn’t know
somebody who lost a job or seen savings erode or everything else.”

In all the districts we studied, school board members and administrators talked about
rising health care and pension costs for school district employees. In a stronger economy, when
more school district constituents are working and able to pay high property taxes, the rising cost
of these financial commitments is difficult enough to sustain. But when tax payers even in the
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more middle and upper-middle class communities are struggling to maintain their fiscal
commitments, the burden of paying for public school district employees’ benefits has become
overbearing — both politically and financially. According to a school board president in an
affluent Nassau County school district with high property values and per-pupil expenditures,

| think the health care costs and the retirement costs, which for [our district]

was assessed somewhere around $80 million dollars in our actuary report about

three years ago or four years ago, I’'m sure its higher now. That’s a real liability...

it's gonna show up in the size of the budget that the public sees. Never mind

trying to maintain the quality of education and plan for the kind of education a

graduate [needs now].

In the less affluent communities, this struggle for people to keep supporting school
budgets and the local public schools, especially as the demographics of the student population
shifts more quickly than the residential population, is becoming even more problematic. In
these districts, the older homeowners, most of whom live on fixed incomes, are predominantly
white. Meanwhile, the public school population is now more than 50 percent black and
Hispanic.

In one such district where the student population is now about 70 percent black and
Hispanic, the local school board conducted a demographic study of the voters and found that
only a third of residents had children in public schools, and the rest were either couples with no
children or senior citizens. They also found that most of their seniors had grown children who
had attended the district’s schools in a prior era when it had been predominantly white.

The school board member noted that these seniors are the ones who get nervous about
demographic change because they are worried about their property values. “They want the
level of the schools to stay where they are so their property values don’t drop, so they are very
involved and concerned about it... Remember a lot of those parents, those senior citizens, when
their kids were in school it was a lily white district and it’s not anymore, so it makes them
nervous.” This board member added that the district has been trying “to win these elderly votes
over” by sending students down the block to the senior center. “You know things like that, so |
think we’re keeping people involved in the schools as much as we can.”

In another Nassau County school district that has shifted from about 85 percent white in
1993 to about 40% white today, the superintended cited several efforts to reach out to the local
aging white population to garner support for a school district that no longer looks like the public
schools their kids attended. He said that he goes to senior citizens luncheons several times a
year. He described the senior population as the “folks who have lived in [here] for 40, 50, 60
years, some of them all their lives and they’re in their 80’s now, and they love it here. You know
if anything they don’t want to leave. They’re struggling to make ends meet as you can imagine
on a fixed income. They will actually apologize to me if the budget number is tough on them.
They'll say gee we’re so sorry but my social security check, | want to do more, and we get that,
and those are the senior citizens. They’re pretty supportive considering the issues that they
may be facing.”

At the same time, the assistant superintendent in this district noted that the district
feels a great deal of pressure to keep the school quality high in order to keep more affluent
families — generally the white families who have lived in this district longer — from moving out.
She noted that in her effort to reach out to these parents, she wants to form a group of these
parents “we want to keep here, who are interested in high quality.”

She and the superintendent both noted that they are doing all they can to make sure
those parents don’t leave and take their property tax dollars with them. These parents, she
noted, “want their children challenged; they will not stay if we don’t challenge their children.”
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Yet, at the same time this assistant superintendent noted that with the impending budget cuts,
this is more difficult to do, especially when there are more students and more needs to serve.
Burgeoning Enrollments and Student Mobility

As we noted above, as of 2013, there are only 18 Nassau County school districts in
which the student populations are still predominantly (more than 80 percent) white, non-
Hispanic. This means that the vast majority of school districts in Nassau County are facing rapid
demographic changes and in many cases, a large influx of students as larger and more families
move to the suburbs.

We know from our interviews in 9 of the 12 districts we studied where student
populations had changed significantly over the last three decades, that not only are these
educators now serving students with additional educational needs such as bilingual education,
but they are also often serving more students as new suburban residents. According to several
reports, newer suburban families are more likely to house extended family members or renters
in one “single” family home. This is in fact, a national trend in suburbia, reported in the news
media, as more moderate-income and poor families move to the suburbs (Berube and
Kneebone, 2006).

On Long Island, the demographic changes are putting pressure on local municipalities to
make way for more mixed-income and multi-family housing. This has become an on-going battle
between fair housing advocates and builders on the one hand versus local town and village
zoning boards on the other. According to an expert on building and development issues on Long
Island, the political resistance to building such multiple-family housing units in the suburbs is
fierce, which means no local zoning board will allow such development plans to move forward
despite growing demand in the suburban housing market. “It’s the local politics and the zoning
boards take their cue from the people. They don’t make this up.”

In the midst of this political impasse, one way for city-to-suburban migrants to work
around the lack of multi-family dwellings is to create them out of single-family homes. This,
however, creates more pressure on the local school district because the same house is
generating about the same amount of property taxes per assessed value as it did when only one
family and fewer school-age children lived there.

Such shared living spaces are referred to as “illegal apartments” in some school districts
where the local zoning is for single family and not two-family homes. According to one assistant
superintendent in a school district that has changed dramatically in terms of the racial and
ethnic makeup of its school age population- from over 90% white in 1993 to less than 30% white
in 2012.

Sometimes people say well I'll rent out the basement and I'll get some
extra money. The problem is that it may not be up to code or if you have
a legal two family home it’s taxed at a different rate so you’re not paying
your fair share of the taxes. If you get two apartments you’re gonna
generate more garbage, you’re gonna need more services and a lot of
those basement apartments are not really up to code. It’s problematic.

In fact, this is especially problematic for the public schools that are now educating more
students per “single family” houses. Furthermore, as the educational and social service needs of
the incoming students increase, and the need for more facilities and space is compounded. As
one school superintendent who was the head of a County-wide organization of school
administrators at the time we interviewed him, explained:

...We have schools on Long Island... that 30 years ago comfortably housed
eighteen hundred kids, a high school, where now would be bursting at
the seams with more than twelve hundred. Rooms have been wholesale
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turned into specialty rooms for servicing kids with disabilities, for
providing occupational therapy, for providing physical therapy, for
providing more enhanced music, more enhanced science, you know art or
whatever else you might have, more foreign language, more this, more
that. You don’t have the space because you’re using it for programs that
never existed. So that’s one reason why, one major reason why the costs
have gone up is the standard of demand on schools

Many Nassau County public schools are forced to address these issues amid budget cuts
and concerns about maintaining academic “quality.” According to one superintendent of a
district that is also facing a rapid transition in its school age population, which reflects what he
called “city dynamics” but without the urban infrastructure, such as health centers and more
social workers, to address these needs.

We have certainly more youngsters with teenage pregnancy than ten
years ago...small numbers but a noticeable change. Maybe its seven in
one year versus one ok...that type of thing. We have more kids involved
in the criminal justice system. We have more [Child Protective Services]
CPS referrals... therefore our administrators are spending more time than
they would have ten years ago or in other all White suburban school
districts, involved in the systems outside of education because of the
needs. It's still a small number of children, but very time consuming and
we’re not equipped like in the city [where] you could have a health center
as part of the school... We don’t have that.

This particular superintendent, who has worked in several suburban school districts over
his long career, noted that one of his major complaints about how suburban public education is
nested within a highly fragmented County governance structure is that the social services that
could help the students his district now serves either do not exist or they are so fragmented that
only some of the students enrolled in his school district live in the right municipality to access
them. He noted, for instance, that his school district has pieces of three different villages in it,
and that each of these is so small that they do not provide any helpful services for students.
“One of my major complaints, again who am | talking to...the wall? - is the governance structure
of Nassau County.... the whole thing is insane because you have the three towns and the two
small cities... then there are villages.. Each of these entities are so small that they don’t provide
any services other than roads.” Even when services may be available, this degree of
fragmentation makes them difficult to locate, particularly for those new to suburbia and recent
immigrants.

This superintendent and others we interviewed noted that ideally, the needed social
services would be located in the suburban public schools — or at least coordinated through a
collaboration between the schools and local service providers. He noted that under the current
fragmented governance structure, the county cannot provide the needed health services for all
56 school districts;

“The governance structure defines the inability to address many of the major problems through
good planning.”

In addition to the greater social service needs of current suburban students, they are
also far more transient, meaning that there is a much greater turnover in student population
than ten years ago. In some districts, especially those close to the Belmont Race Track, which is
a seasonal employer of low-skilled laborers, they see between 10 and 25 percent of their
children coming in or leaving during the school year. As one superintendent told us, this high
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turnover rate affects teachers’ ability to plan their curriculum because “a quarter of the
students are not the same students who started in the fall.”

Cutting Key Resources Needed for a Growing High-Needs Student Population:

The Cost of Doing Education Right in the Changing Suburbs

Despite efforts to win local voters over to support school budgets, school boards who
are now faced with the Property Tax Cap as well as the mounting costs of the employee benefits
are forced to make difficult budgetary choices. All this is weighing on districts as the newly
arrived suburban students are entering the schools with greater academic and social needs. One
district we studied that has seen a large influx of lower-income immigrant families has decided
to discontinue a kindergarten program housed at centralized center and designed to prepare all
children for 1* grade.

A school board member for this district noted that the board was very careful with the
budget not to curtail any of the districts educational offerings, but to do other things like put off
some capital projects and get rid of school security, who was replaced with cameras and a
system that buzzes people into the schools. They also tried to eliminate one of the district’s
social workers, but there was an outcry from the parents, so the board “found a way” to keep
her employed. This board member noted that “It’s really hard! ‘Cause you don’t want to
eliminate anything. You know, you certainly don’t want to cut programs, you know?”

The story of budget cuts intersecting with changing and more needy student
populations is a common refrain across the now more racially and ethnically diverse school
districts in Nassau County. The cost of special services for recent immigrants and low-income
students add up quickly to place more pressure on the districts, as do the pressures from
Federal and State laws regulating special and bilingual education. These special services and the
expertise required of teachers and staff to integrate these students into the regular classrooms
are “unfunded mandates” as local school district officials are quick to note, and they add
another layer of fiscal burden onto the districts.

As one school board member in an increasingly diverse district explained: “We’re really
making every effort to really integrate the English Language Learners, and even the Special Ed
kids into the main stream, so... | mean, you know, if they’re pulled out for speech or they get
additional speech help or ELL services you know, whatever it takes to get them to be part of the
mainstream of the school fabric, that’s what we’re trying to do.”

At the same time, several district administrators mentioned that they are trying to raise
outside, private and philanthropic funding to cover their growing costs to educate their
changing student populations. In a sort of Catch 22 that goes back to the demographic mis-
match between older residents and the student population in these rapidly changing school
districts, one superintendent noted that there are grants for low-income or racially diverse
communities that he cannot apply for because they are based on the demographics of the entire
community rather than on the 2,200 boys and girls that are in the school district. “So
sometimes you know if that demographic could be extrapolated to the entire community we
might be able to receive some additional grant opportunities, but it’s not the way it’s done.”
Different Constituents in Increasingly Diverse School Districts Have Different Budget Priorities

As school district budgets shrink and painful cuts take place each year, local constituents
often disagree about what should be cut and what should be prioritized and preserved. This can
be an issue even in a racially or ethnically more homogeneous school district. But when
residential and school-age populations are changing in terms of the racial and ethnic makeup as
well as their national and cultural identities, differences in priorities are often demographic
dividing lines.
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In two of the 12 school districts that we studied in Nassau County, we conducted more
in depth and case studies of one of their schools. Both of these two school districts had been
predominantly white as late as the 1990s or early 2000s. By 2013, one of the schools that we
studied was more than 50 percent Asian and the rest of the students were white, mostly
children of longer-term residents of the area. The other school was only about 15 percent white,
with a mix of Black, Hispanic and Asian (mostly southeast Asian) students.

In the school district serving the Asian and white students, the annual budgeting process
had become extremely tense.

Different Constituents in Increasingly Diverse School Districts Have Different Budget Priorities

As school district budgets shrink and painful cuts take place each year, local constituents
often disagree about what should be cut and what should be prioritized and preserved. This can
be an issue even in more racially or ethnically homogeneous school districts. But when
residential and school-age populations are changing in terms of the racial and ethnic makeup as
well as their national and cultural identities across demographic dividing lines, cultural
differences make local decision making contentious.

We conducted in-depth case studies at high schools in two of the 12 school districts that
we studied in Nassau County. Both of these school districts had been predominantly white as
late as the 1990s or early 2000s, but have experienced different forms of demographic change in
recent years. By 2013, one of them was more than 50 percent Asian and the rest of the students
were white, children of longer-term residents of the area. The other district was only about 15
percent white, with a mix of black, Hispanic and Asian (mostly Middle-Eastern, Indian and
southeast Asian) students.

In the school district serving the Asian and white students, the annual budgeting process
had become extremely contentious. As the president of the district-wide PTA noted, this district
struggles to pass its budget each year. “I cannot tell you how hard we’ve worked to pass those
budgets, like literally we’ve been at carpool lines giving them flyers or talking to parents. Cars
have tried to run us over. People have shown their shortest fingers. It's not been pleasant. And
not just to me, parents who volunteered.” She chalked up the tension in this middle- to upper-
middle-class district to the larger economic situation, as more people are unemployed or
underemployed. But, she also added that even before the economy went bad, it was a
challenge. “l mean ours was a district that killed the budget by one vote last year -- one vote --
and then we had to go through the second process again.”

This PTA President and many other people interviewed in this district noted that the
budget impasse played itself out along racial and ethnic lines, with the Asian parents more likely
to be advocating for program such as gifted education, the orchestra, or more AP classes, and
the white parents advocating for the theater program, athletics and special education services.
While this is an over generalization and there are people who do not fit this racial divide, the
politics around the school board budget tends to play out in racial terms.

As one of the school board members in this district, who is white, noted, in recent
budget negotiations, the board was on the verge of cutting funding for the high school play but
changed its mind because a group of white students and parents came to the board meeting to
protest. When he realized that he, as a father of four children in the district, knew these
children and they weren’t the popular kids and they weren’t the highest achieving students,
“But they lived for this one play... And if they cut that play it would have been cutting their
needs; we couldn’t let that happen. We had to figure out way to do it.” He went on to explain
that in this day and age, the focus can sometime be placed too heavily on academics at the
expense of everything else. He also cited the tension in the district between the Asian and white
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families about what the priority should be and noted that “it’s a tough balance and that the
economy has not helped anybody” — leading to more fighting over scarce resources.

Another school board member noted that people move to this district because of the
outstanding academic reputation that it has, and the parents are very supportive for the most
part of that education. This reputation has, in recent years, contributed to the influx of Asian
families “... But the biggest issue now is gonna be how do you maintain that education in today’s
economic times?... The board’s biggest problem will be [inaudible]...in the past ten years or so
probably at least. Money is tight.”

This sometimes leads to racial divisions. For instance, a recent bitter and contested
school board election pitted an Asian against a white candidate. The Asian candidate, who
ultimately lost the election, noted that at least part of the reason why she did not win was her
racial/ethnic background. She said: “l was the most qualified candidate and people knew what |
had done, but it had a lot to do with my...because they thought that if somebody like | was on
the board then | would be all for APs and all for this and | wouldn’t be for the average child,
which was never the truth.”

The tensions over the budget and school board elections in this one district help to
illustrate the often contentious relationship between demographic change and a scarcity of
resources in American suburbs today. We use this one case study and a set of issues discussed
by virtually everyone we interviewed there to underscore this relationship. In other districts, as
we noted above, this tension is also intergenerational as older white residents on fixed incomes
find it harder to support public schools for students of color — for economic and political
reasons.

Measuring and Ranking Increasingly Diverse Public Schools:
Changing Suburbs in the Era of Accountability as the Second Factor in the “Perfect Storm”

At the same time that the racial/ethnic demographics of our school-age population has
shifted dramatically, policy makers in the U.S. have increased often well-intended efforts to
build a better and more uniform educational accountability system. Indeed, over the last three
decades, public schools in the U.S. 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, as suburbs were becoming increasingly racially and ethnically diverse, the
federal government has played a central role in the accountability movement, forcing states to
establish an accountability system or lose federal funding. At the same time, the accountability
reform movement has grown increasingly uniform, and has given way to a national
accountability system known as the national Common Core State Standards and assessments,
now adopted by 45 states (Common Core Standards Initiative, 2012).

Initially, standardized tests in K-12 education were used mainly to identify students who
were failing or those who were advanced enough to earn college credit in high school. Since the
inception of No Child Left Behind, tests have been used to measure achievement for all students
from grade 3 through high school (Lin, 2001). Increasingly, the tests are also being used to
evaluate teachers and their schools: The No Child Left Behind Act required states not only to
increase the number of tests students took — beginning in 3" grade and not ending until high
school — but also to publish on-line school report cards based largely on test scores (Education
Week, 2004).

In 2010, in order to qualify for federal Race to the Top funds, the New York State
legislature passed a new teacher and principal accountability law, putting into place an
accountability system known as the Annual Professional Performance Review (APPR). This

24



review process effectively rates educators according to several factors, including observations of
their teaching and student outcomes, into one of four categories: Highly Effective, Effective,
Developing Effectiveness or Ineffective. The APPR can be one factor affecting teacher or
principal dismissal under the state law (see NYS Education Department, 2014).

At the very moment that the K-12 student population dips below 50 percent white, non-
Hispanic, test scores, more than any other form of information about public education, have
now been made widely available to the general public and are used to assess the “quality” of
each school. In this way, the new system also perpetuates and even legitimizes a process of
racial segregation due to a strong negative correlation between the percentage of black and
Hispanic children in a school and its average test scores (Rothstein, 2013; Tienken and Zhao,
2013, Wells and Holme, 2006). There are many cultural and social explanations for this
correlation that are not an indictment of black and Hispanic students’ intelligence, although
those are too rarely discussed. Meanwhile, if test scores are the only measure of school quality
that receive any attention, then schools that are not predominantly white, and/or Asian are
rarely considered “good.”

A veteran English middle school teacher at one of our case study schools explained that
this rise of the test-driven accountability system has fostered a one-dimensional comparison of
school districts that differ dramatically in terms of their student populations and approaches to
teaching and learning. She noted that when the state ELA exams were first issued, they were
intended to let you know which students needed remediation before moving on to high school
so that the teachers could intervene and help the students learn the skills they were lacking.

This teacher also noted that in the late 1990s and 2000s, as her suburban school district
population was shifting from predominantly white to about 15 percent white with the remaining
85 percent consisting of a combination of other racial and ethnic groups, the policy focus on
accountability “changed entirely.” Suddenly, she noted the accountability movement became
much more “high stakes” and all consuming: “So it really changed its focus and its purpose
throughout the years... now we’re in a testing culture... “. This long-time teacher and all of the
teachers and school administrators we interviewed all agreed that there should be a system of
accountability and assessments that inform instruction. But, she added, “there should be a
balance, and we’re always lacking in balance | think.”

When such pressures to produce high test scores 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
something up” because their schools will not be seen as “excellent” If they are more diverse
(Wells et.al., 2009).

Teaching to the Test in Some Schools and Not Others

The accountability system, with its emphasis on standardized tests, also forces
educators in “low-achieving” schools serving mostly low-income black and Hispanic students to
fixate on raising test scores via a curriculum focused almost exclusively on the material tested,
leaving little room for more project-based learning or pedagogy that builds upon the knowledge
and understandings that students bring to school. Meanwhile, research on teaching and learning
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 (Bartolome, 1994;
Howard, 2010).

In comparing several different districts on Long Island we found, as discussed in our
earlier report, that more affluent and predominantly white and Asian districts pride themselves
on setting the bar much higher than expectations set by state mandates and focusing little on
test preparation because they have confidence that their students will do well on the tests
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anyway. Meanwhile, many educators told us that 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. Such
a system 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
(Wells and Holme, 2006).

As a result students in less affluent and less white and/or Asian schools often lose more

instructional time to mundane and test-prep oriented curriculum. According to one teacher:
What we hear teachers complain a lot about is where’s that love of
learning, where’s the exploration, where’s the discovery, which of course
are all valid concerns. And yet the testing has a piece, but what will
happen is we're just...it's so extreme that it’s gonna become the evil thing
as opposed to it has a place but it shouldn’t be everything. It shouldn’t be
everywhere and every place. You know | think for the last marking period
all we’ve done is test... it’s just test, test, test, and the kids...talk about
test fatigue. And then they get desensitized to it. How significant is it if
you’re doing it all the time?

Educators at this school and the other school districts serving Black and Hispanic
students are concerned their students are becoming test-taking robots, unable to think
creatively or to express themselves and their ideas clearly. As an English teacher explained when
talking about her students’ inability to express themselves in writing or to develop a voice,
“There’s no person behind the writing... | mean they’re g graders, they're teenagers, but
they’ve become like...they write a formula. It's sad, because that’s not really teaching them how
to write, so it’s very frustrating.”

A school board member in one of the districts that changed from 95 percent white to
less than 60 percent white in a short period of time, talked about how the leadership of the
district is trying to preserve some of the non-test-related programs such as art and music that
make the school day more meaningful, especially for students who do not do as well on
standardized tests. But when so much pressure is being placed on test scores and budgets are
being cut, priorities need to be set. She noted that when her district held budget hearings
related to the severe budget cuts, the board asked parents to come and tell them, if you had to
cut something, you know, like give us a hierarchy, what would you want to cut first? And the
majority of parents did not want us to cut any of our, our specials, any of our art programs or
our music programs. She said, “If you’re talking about the whole child and, you know, really
kind of encouraging children to flourish in all aspects of their personality and educational
opportunity, then arts is as important as academics. And you can’t test those things... but the
realization that tests are not the only thing that can determine... the worth of a school district.

The sentiments of these Nassau County educators are echoed across the suburban
county we studied and no doubt across the state of New York and the nation. But in the context
of an increasingly racially and ethnically diverse suburban county and its school districts these
issues have a particular salience.

Racing to the Top for the Highest Scores

Many educators, school board members and parents we spoke to commented on the
ways in which the educational system has fostered increased competition between and within
small, unequal suburban school districts. As one this teacher noted that the policy and focus on
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