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Public School Segregation in Metropolitan Areas

Charles T. Clotfelter

Empirical studies of racial patterns of enrollment in public schools in the United States

have shown that the elimination of the last vestiges of de jure segregation in the late 1960s

brought about a dramatic reduction in measured segregation in that South, making the schools in

that region the least segregated in the nation.1  After 1970 the principal cause of racial segregation

in the nation's public schools no longer appeared to be the official policies that school districts

followed to separate students by race, but rather disparities in racial composition between school

districts.  These disparities seemed to be most pronounced in the largest metropolitan areas,

where the proportions of minority students in many central city districts exceeded 50 percent. 

Combined with the Supreme Court's ruling in Milliken v. Bradley (1974) preventing most

desegregation plans from moving students across district boundaries, these disparities appeared to

lock segregation in place in most metropolitan areas.  As Orfield and Monfort (1994, p. 29) state,

"The real problem of segregation was not among the students and schools within the big city

district but between the city and suburban districts."

Despite the acknowledged importance of racial disparities between districts in urban areas,

and the focus in some studies on large urban school districts, there actually has been very little

empirical analysis of school segregation using metropolitan areas as the unit of observation.2 
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Instead, previous empirical work has examined racial patterns for regions, states, or large central

city districts.  Because such studies relied on data sets consisting only of samples of districts, it

was impossible to put together all of the districts contained in most metropolitan areas, thus

making the study of metropolitan areas simply infeasible.  However, the present paper utilizes a

data set that includes virtually all districts, making it possible to calculate measures of racial

composition and segregation for entire metropolitan areas.  These calculations provide an

unusually clear picture of the degree to which interracial exposure in public schools differs both

within and among metropolitan areas, allowing policy makers to assess the empirical significance

of statements such as that of Orfield and Monfort quoted above. 

Beyond its significance as an historical indicator of legal change, the racial segregation of

urban schools remains a significant issue for several reasons.  Perhaps most important, school

desegregation is arguably the most important policy of American government to encourage racial

integration.  That integration has failed to become more complete has been viewed, on the one

hand, as a failure of will by government to push for racial equality, and on the other, as a

pragmatic response to the threat of white flight.3  Second, there is a continuing belief among many

scholars and policy makers that racial integration of schools is the most effective route to the

equalization of educational resources across racial and ethnic groups.  Third, there is considerable

evidence that students who attend desegregated schools have access to social networks and

personal friendships that may have both economic and social influence in the lives of young

people.4  Finally, the segregation of public schools may assume new significance in college

admissions if laws are adopted such as that recently passed in Texas guaranteeing admission to the

University of Texas for students finishing in the top 10 percent of any public high school in the
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state.5

Several empirical questions motivate the paper.  How do metropolitan areas compare in

terms of racial composition, the exposure of students of different racial groups, and segregation?

Are the patterns that have been observed on a regional basis evident when looking just at

metropolitan areas?  Are there systematic differences by size of metropolitan area? If metropolitan

areas in the Northeast tend to be fragmented into more jurisdictions than those in the South, what

difference does it make to overall patterns of racial contact and segregation?  How much of the

current segregation can be attributed to differences in enrollment patterns within school districts

as opposed to racial disparities between districts?  Is it accurate to view the South as having the

least segregated public schools, when the analysis is restricted to metropolitan areas?  The aim of

the paper, in short, is simply to describe existing patterns of enrollment in metropolitan areas.  No

attention is paid here to the mechanics of desegregation policies, that is, whether school officials

attempt to affect enrollment patterns with magnet schools, pairing of schools, or other types of

voluntary or involuntary desegregation policies.6  Nor does the paper attempt to explain existing

patterns of residential segregation, which obviously have great influence over patterns of public

school enrollment.  Much research has been devoted to the examination of such residential

patterns7, and it is beyond the scope of the current analysis to recapitulate or extend that research. 

For the more limited purposes at hand, the present paper takes those residential patterns as given,

attempting rather to describe the degree of racial segregation in schools that results from those

residential patterns in combination with the policies of school districts.

Section I briefly reviews the previous research upon which the present analysis builds. 

The second section describes the data set and the calculations used to measure racial patterns in
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enrollment, and it presents some illustrative calculations for selected metropolitan areas.  Section

III summarizes the variations in these measures across metropolitan areas.  Section IV examines

the variation in segregation among districts within metropolitan areas.  Section V offers a brief

conclusion.

I. PREVIOUS RESEARCH ON PATTERNS OF SCHOOL SEGREGATION

Because the federal government has regularly collected detailed information on the racial

composition of public schools since 1968, researchers have been able to calculate precise

measures of the degree of racial segregation, trends in racial composition, and the growth and

decline in numbers of students in various racial and ethnic groups.8   A key to the usefulness of

these data is the inclusion of information on the racial composition of individual schools.  

One of the most important findings to emerge from this line of empirical research is that

public schools in the South were dramatically  transformed in the late 1960s from the most

segregated into the least segregated among the nation's regions, a distinction they have retained

since that time.  Between 1968 and 1988 the percentage of black students in majority-white

schools in the South increased from 19 to 44 percent; over the same period the comparable

percentage increased by much less in Border states, the Midwest, and the West, and actually

declined, from 33 to 23 percent, in the Northeast (Orfield and Monfort 1992, p. 14).  Other

findings from this research highlighted by Orfield and Monfort (1992, pp. 2, 30) and Orfield et al.

(1997, p. 12) include an increase in the segregation of Hispanic students,  the increasingly multi-

racial character of suburban school districts, and a gradual increase in most measures of

segregation in the 1990s.
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Most of the data used in these studies are based on biennial surveys of schools in samples

of school districts, undertaken under the sponsorship of the Department of Education's Office for

Civil Rights (OCR).  Each year’s sample is heavily weighted toward large districts, districts with

high proportions of minority students, and districts subject to some type of oversight for civil

rights compliance purposes.  Sample weights are provided so that researchers can make

projections to the universe of schools and school districts.  Although these data are quite detailed

for the districts that are included, the fact that they cover only a sample of districts makes them

unsatisfactory for studying metropolitan areas, a drawback that has been noted in print.9  The data

set used in the present paper rectifies this drawback with no loss in school-level detail.

Using the same OCR data, Rivkin (1994) offers a methodology for distinguishing two

aspects of segregation relevant to the current paper.  He decomposes total segregation into two

parts: that attributable to segregation within school districts and that attributable to segregation

between them.  The between-district portion he refers to as "residential segregation," since its

origin is differences in the racial compositions of various districts.  Using a Gini coefficient to

measure segregation, he presents a decomposition by region for the 1968-1988 period. When

applied to the dramatic decline in segregation in the South, this decomposition produces a

surprising finding.  The South's decline actually  resulted from two opposing trends.  While the

enforcement of desegregation orders caused the within-district measure of segregation to fall,

residential segregation actually increased over the period, reflecting growing disparities among

districts in their racial composition in the region (p. 285).  Although this increase in residential

segregation is suggestive of a tendency in the South toward greater de facto segregation, it is

difficult to know for sure, given the nature of the OCR data used by Rivkin.  Because the
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calculations are performed on a region-wide basis, one cannot be certain whether this trend

represents the kind of geographical sorting characteristic of urban areas outside the South -- the

relocation of families from central cities to suburban areas -- or simply broader population

movements between states and from rural to urban areas.  To determine whether this increased

residential segregation arises from changes in metropolitan areas, it is necessary to examine data

for such areas explicitly.

II. DATA AND MEASURES

The data used in the current paper are taken from the Common Core of Data, a public-use

data set collected by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) from state education

agencies.  Like the more commonly used data collected by the Office for Civil Rights, this data set

includes information on the racial composition of individual schools.  For the 1994-95 school

year, it covers virtually every school district in all but one of the lower 48 states, making possible

complete coverage of the public school students in a total of 331 metropolitan areas.10  The

analysis employs several conventional measures of racial composition and segregation.  To

measure the degree of interracial contact, measures of exposure were calculated.  In general, the

exposure of students of type X to students of type Y in district j, where t is the total number of

students, x and y are the number of students of those respective groups, and i denotes schools

within the district, is

(1)
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This measure is interpreted as the racial composition (percentage of students in group Y) enrolled

with the average student in group X.  The measure thus reflects both the overall racial

composition and the distribution of students by race among schools within the district.  Two

versions of the exposure rate are used principally in the current paper: the nonwhite percentage in

the average white child's school (referred to as the exposure rate of whites to nonwhites, EWN) and

the white percentage in the average black child's school (the exposure rate of blacks to whites,

EBW).11  

Four principal measures are used in the present paper to reflect segregation: the

percentage of black students in predominantly minority schools, the dissimilarity index, the Gini

coefficient, and a measure of the gap between the actual racial exposure and the maximum that

could be obtained.12  To understand the last of these, it is helpful to think of the nonwhite

proportion among a metropolitan area's students  as the maximum attainable exposure rate of

whites to nonwhites, which would obtain if every school in the metropolitan area had the same

racial composition.  The gap between this theoretical maximum and the actual rate of racial

contact, expressed as a proportion of the area's racial composition, represents one measure of the

extent of segregation.13  Where N is the overall proportion of students who are nonwhite and EWN

is the exposure rate of whites to nonwhites, it is:

S = (N - EWN)/N. (2)

In the current paper, each of the last three of these measures is calculated using whites and

nonwhites as the two basic groups, although the choice of groups in practice appears to make

little difference to the qualitative results for most districts.14 With the exception of the dissimilarity
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index, which is multiplied by 100 to conform to usual practice, each of these indices ranges from

zero, signifying perfect racial balance among schools, to one, signifying total segregation.

An Illustrative Metropolitan Area

To illustrate the kinds of calculations made in the present paper, Table 1 presents

information for the metropolitan area of Washington, D.C.  Based on data for individual schools,

it can be calculated that the average white student in the District of Columbia school district

attended a school with 50 percent nonwhite enrollment; this is the exposure rate of whites to

nonwhites.  Because nonwhites constituted 96 percent of the D.C. schools' overall enrollment, it

is clear that nonwhites were not evenly distributed throughout that system's schools.   The

calculated segregation rate (S) for the D.C. district is therefore 0.48 (= (96-50)/96). This rate is

by far the highest of any of the 15 districts in the metropolitan area, which showed an overall rate

of 0.40.   Perhaps surprisingly, the Washington, D.C. school district is by no means the largest

one in the metropolitan area.  In fact, it is the fourth largest, following Fairfax County,  Prince

Georges County, and Montgomery County.  Nor is the D.C. school district the only one that has a

significant minority population.  Fully 80 percent of Prince Georges County's enrollment is made

up of nonwhite students.  None of these other large districts, or indeed any of the metropolitan

area's districts, exhibited the same degree of segregation as that of the D.C. schools.  The size and

variety of suburban districts such as those shown here illustrate one danger of focusing exclusively

on city school districts.

Decomposing Measured Segregation
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Because the current paper seeks to distinguish segregation that is due to policies within

districts from segregation arising from racial disparities between districts, it is useful to

decompose observed rates of segregation.  For the Gini coefficient, Rivkin (1994) offers a useful 

decomposition, which may be applied to a metropolitan area as follows.  Let G be the calculated

value of the Gini coefficient for all schools in all districts in the metropolitan area.  A second Gini

coefficient, G1, is calculated using districts in place of schools as the unit of calculation.  Since it

ignores any variations in racial composition within districts, this index will typically have a lower

value than G.  The difference between the two indices, G2 = G -  G1, is taken to measure the

amount of segregation that can be attributed to segregation within districts.  In the extraordinary

case in which all schools within each district were racially balanced, the only source of segregation

being differences in the racial composition of districts, G and G1 would have the same value,

making the within-district segregation zero.

The segregation measure S based on exposure rates can also be decomposed easily. 

Consider the hypothetical exposure rate for the metropolitan area that would occur if each district

were to racially balance its schools.  Just as any district's racial composition (measured by the

percent nonwhite, N) represents the maximum attainable exposure rate of whites to nonwhites,

the maximum exposure rate for the metropolitan area that could be achieved within the

constraints imposed by the existing racial compositions of school districts this hypothetical rate. 

Where this hypothetical exposure rate is E*, the gap that is due to inter-district disparities

between districts is S1 = (N - E*)/N.  The gap due to segregation within districts is 

S2 = S - S1 = (E* - E)/N, that is, the difference between the exposure rate if all districts were

racially balanced and the actual exposure rate, as a proportion of the overall nonwhite proportion.
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III. RACIAL PATTERNS IN METROPOLITAN AREAS

In order to examine segregation by metropolitan area, the districts in the Common Core

data were organized into Metropolitan Statistical Areas (MSA's) and Primary Metropolitan

Statistical Areas (PMSA's), based on the Census Bureau's 1990 definitions.  Districts outside of

metropolitan areas were dropped from consideration.   According to these definitions, there were

331 metropolitan areas.  Data for these areas are summarized in the present paper by size and

region.  By size, the metropolitan areas were divided into four groups based on public school

enrollment: under 50,000, 50,000 up to 150,000, 150,000 up to 350,000, and 350,000 and

above.15  Despite its small number of areas, the 350,000 and over size category contained over a

third of all public school students in metropolitan areas.  The next two categories each accounted

for about a quarter each.  In addition, metropolitan areas are divided into five regions: South,

Border, Northeast, Midwest, and West.16  For each metropolitan area, data for all school districts

and other independent educational jurisdictions are used to make calculations similar to those

presented in Table 1.  It is worth mentioning that many jurisdictions in the nation's urban areas,

mostly specialized or consolidated districts, are quite small.  For example, the 165 jurisdictions in

the Philadelphia metropolitan area include not only the Philadelphia city system, with over

200,000 students, but also another 55 that have fewer than 1,000 students each.  These small

units include districts for dozens of small townships and a handful of regional schools.17  Although

these are not all geographically distinct districts such as the 15 shown for the Washington, D.C.

area, they represent a part of the fragmentation that characterizes many large metropolitan areas.

The Largest Metropolitan Areas
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Table 2 presents summary information on the 18 largest metropolitan areas, those with

enrollments of 350,000 or more.  As is evident from the second column, these large metropolitan

areas were indeed fragmented, with the number of districts ranging from seven in Baltimore to

206 in Chicago.  The areas' racial compositions varied widely.  The nonwhite percentage ranged

from a low of 15.6 percent in Minneapolis-St. Paul to a high of 78.0 percent in Los Angeles. 

Hispanic students outnumbered black students in Houston and the five western areas, while these

two minority groups were roughly equal in size in Dallas and New York.  As shown by the

exposure rate, white students on average were exposed to the highest percentages of nonwhite

students in Los Angeles, Riverside, and New York.  As shown in column (8), which gives the

segregation index S, these rates of exposure fell short of the overall nonwhite percentages by the

greatest degree in Detroit, Chicago, Philadelphia, and Baltimore.  The least severe segregation

was evident in Riverside and San Diego.  The alternative measure of segregation based on the

Gini coefficient, shown in column (11), yields a very similar ranking of most and least segregated

metropolitan areas.  

The table also provides information relevant to the source of the measured segregation. 

Column (9), based on the gap between district exposure rates and the nonwhite percentage,

shows the gap that can be attributed to differences among jurisdictions in racial composition. 

Consider the case of Atlanta, where the gap-based measure of segregation is 0.52 ((41.1-

19.9)/41.1).  If each of the 23 districts in the Atlanta area were to balance its schools racially, the

white exposure rate to nonwhites would be 26.2 percent, rather than the actual 19.9 percent that

was observed.  This hypothetical balancing would yield a gap-based segregation index of 0.36

rather than the actual index of 0.52.  The remaining 0.15 ((26.2-19.9)/41.1), or about 30 percent
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of the whole gap, is due to segregation within districts.  Thus 70 percent of Atlanta’s public

school segregation can be attributed to disparities among districts in racial composition.18 

Although this share due to between-district differences is large, it is in fact smaller than average

among these large metropolitan areas.  For Detroit, fully 96 percent of the observed segregation

was due to such between-district differences.  The alternate measure based on the Gini coefficient,

shown in columns (11) to  (13) yields a similar story.  Based on the decomposition suggested by

Rivkin, column (12) shows the Gini measure of segregation that can be attributed to between-

district differences.  Comparing that measure to the Gini coefficient calculated for schools in (11)

shows the overwhelming importance of between-district disparities; those disparities account for

97 percent of the school-based Gini coefficient in three metropolitan areas: Boston, Long Island,

and Detroit.  By both measures, the metropolitan area where between-district segregation was

least important was New York.  For all but that one case, however, between-district differences

were responsible for the bulk of school segregation in the largest metropolitan areas.

The table's last column shows another, more intuitive measure of segregation, the

percentage of black students who attended schools that were 90 percent or more nonwhite.

Although this measure is not a "fair" comparison, since it depends on an area's overall racial

composition, it yields a more comprehensive measure of racial isolation than other commonly

used metrics.  By this measure, blacks were most likely to attend predominantly nonwhite schools

in Chicago, Detroit, and New York, areas whose nonwhite proportions varied widely, from 31 to

75 percent.  At the other end, blacks were least likely to attend predominantly nonwhite schools in

Minneapolis-St. Paul, Riverside, and Orange County.  While the first of these had a low nonwhite

concentration, the last two had a majority of nonwhite students.
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Where School Segregation was the Most (and Least) Extreme

Before considering national patterns, it is instructive to identify extreme examples of

public school segregation.  Using data for 331 metropolitan areas in 1994, I used several

measures to rank the areas on the basis of the extent of racial segregation in the public schools.  

Table 3 gives the top and bottom ten metropolitan areas using the gap-based segregation index. 

As the table makes quite clear, the most segregated areas differ markedly from the least

segregated ones.  The metropolitan areas with the highest degree of measured segregation were

much larger, had more districts on average, and had vastly higher proportions of nonwhite

students.  They also include some of the metropolitan areas with the highest degrees of residential

segregation.19  Areas with the least segregated schools tended to be quite small, and none of them

had more than 10 percent nonwhite enrollments.  

Table 4 compares the top ten lists arising from eight alternative measures of school

segregation.  Judging simply from the number of repeated entries, the measures appear to be

highly correlated.  For example, both the Detroit and Gary  areas appear in six of the eight lists,

Newark and Jersey City appear on five, and New York, Cleveland, Chattanooga, and Loredo 

appear in four.  California's metropolitan areas are strikingly  underrepresented in the entire

table.20  By contrast, metropolitan areas in Texas are prominent in the last four lists.  One likely

explanation for this prominence is the very high nonwhite percentages in some of the Texas areas;

three of those metropolitan areas had over 90 percent nonwhite enrollment.21  This concentration

of Texas areas illustrates that of some of these segregation measures are sensitive to overall racial

composition, an attribute that the purist might well find objectionable.
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Patterns of Metropolitan-Area Segregation

To see how patterns differ among all metropolitan areas, Table 5 presents several

measures by size and region.  The table's first three columns summarize the racial and ethnic

composition of the public school enrollment.  They indicate quite clearly that the proportion of

blacks and all nonwhites rose with size of metropolitan area.  Blacks were most heavily

concentrated in the South, Hispanics in the West.  Other nonwhites, mostly Asian-Americans,

were also most prevalent in the West.  Combining all nonwhites, the metropolitan areas in the

South and West had the highest proportions.  Corresponding to these proportions, exposure rates

of whites to nonwhites were highest in the South and West, and they tended to rise with size of

metropolitan area.

The exposure rate of black to whites, one measure of racial isolation, shows that black

students tended to be in schools with the smallest concentrations of whites in the largest

metropolitan areas; by region, however, there was little variation in this measure.  Summary

measures of segregation are shown in the next three columns.  Each of these indicates that the

degree of segregation in the public schools tended to increase with the size of the metropolitan

area.  By region, schools were most segregated in the Midwest and Northeast.  In contrast to

previous published regional comparisons of segregation, however, the West, and not the South,

had the lowest measured segregation values.  

Before turning to the table's last column, it is useful to examine in more detail the variation

in metropolitan segregation by size and region.  Table 6 presents segregation indices based on

white-nonwhite differences for all of the size-region combinations.  This table shows that regional

patterns do vary by size.  While the western and southern metropolitan areas were  the least
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segregated in the two largest size categories, areas in Border states are in fact the least segregated

in the two smallest size categories.  The overall regional differences that result, then, reflect the

greater population weight of the largest metropolitan areas.

Returning to Table 5, the last column shows the most striking regional variation: the

portion of metropolitan segregation (here measured by the Gini coefficient) that can be attributed

to within-district segregation, as opposed to disparities between districts.  When arrayed by

region, it is clear that the metropolitan areas in the South had by far the highest degree of this

within-district segregation.  The Midwest, which showed the highest overall degree of

segregation, had the least.  By metro area size, the extent of within-district segregation tended to

fall with population.  Why did the South have the greatest within-district segregation?  One

possibility, of course, is that this tendency might simply be a holdover from the segregation

practices of the past.  Alternatively, the explanation might lie in the lesser degree of jurisdictional

fragmentation in the South, as noted by Orfield et al. (1997, pp. 23-24).  In fact regional

differences in fragmentation did exist, as shown in Table 7.  Due in part to the greater use of

county-wide districts in the South, the average school jurisdiction in the South was over six times

as large as those in the Midwest and Northeast.  Assuming that the difficulty of maintaining racial

balance increases with district size, the larger average size of districts in the South could well

explain that region’s greater degree of within-district segregation.  

In order to determine whether there existed an independent “regional effect” in

segregation levels, it is necessary to hold constant other features of metropolitan areas that might

also affect measured segregation. In particular, one should control for metropolitan size, the

degree of jurisdictional fragmentation, and racial composition. Table 6 suggests that segregation
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levels appeared to rise with metropolitan area size, perhaps reflecting increased racial disparities

among districts in large metropolitan areas.  Within-district segregation might increase with

average district size because of the sheer logistical difficulty of moving students among schools. 

And, if some minority groups tend to experience more extreme segregation than others, it is

important to control for racial composition.

In order to control for such characteristics, regression equations were estimated explaining

total segregation for the 331 metropolitan areas in the sample.  Shown in Table 8 are equations

using the gap-based and Gini-based measures, respectively.  Total metropolitan size, measured by

the logarithm of metropolitan enrollment, is positive and significant in both equations (8.1) and

(8.2), confirming the impression given in Table 6.  To give an idea of the magnitude of the size

effect, the coefficient in equation (8.2) suggests a 10 percent increase in total metropolitan

enrollment would increase the Gini-based segregation index about 1 percent of its mean value.22 

To repeat, these enrollment patterns result in large part from patterns of residential segregation. 

Farley and Frey (1994, p. 37), for example, find that black-nonblack residential segregation in

1990 rose with the population of the metropolitan area.   Segregation also fell  with average

district size, suggesting again the potential of larger districts for overcoming segregated

residential patterns.  The next three coefficients reveal important differences in the segregation of

different minority groups.  Segregation was most severe where blacks were most numerous.  The

proportion Hispanic was also associated with more segregation, but the effect was much smaller

than for blacks.  Segregation in fact fell with the proportion of other nonwhites.  Holding these

characteristics constant, the regional variables show that the North (the omitted region) and

Midwest continued to show the highest levels of segregation, while the South and the West had
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the lowest.  

IV. SEGREGATION WITHIN DISTRICTS

Despite its secondary importance in explaining overall school segregation in metropolitan

areas, segregation within districts is both an interesting and important topic.  Unlike residence-

based segregation, reflected in the between-district measures presented in this paper, within-

district segregation can be largely if not wholly determined by local school authorities.  It is useful

to ask, therefore, what factors are associated with high levels of within-district segregation. 

Accordingly,  I estimated regressions explaining segregation using districts rather than

metropolitan areas as observations, as shown in Table 9.  Both the gap-based and Gini-based

segregation indices are used as dependent variables.  Explanatory variables are included to reflect

metropolitan area size and racial composition, as well as region.  In the strongest statistical

association, district segregation increased with district size.  Owing most likely to the increased

difficulty of rearranging students as district size increases, larger districts tend to be more

segregated.  To give a sense of the magnitude of this effect, the coefficients imply that a 10

percent increase in district size would imply an increase in segregation of about 2 percent of its

mean value.23  District segregation fell with metropolitan enrollment, however, suggesting that the

larger a district's share of the entire metropolitan area, the more segregated it was.  Consistent

with the findings of Table 8, district segregation increased with the proportion of black students

and, to a lesser extent, with the proportion of Hispanic students.  To suggest a magnitude for the

black proportion effect, an increase of 10 percent in this proportion (from its mean of 0.182 to

0.200) would imply an increase in the S measure of 0.0029, or about 2.5 percent of that variable's
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mean value.  The overall racial composition of the metropolitan area had differing effects between

the two equations.  Among the possible racial composition effects, therefore, the district's own

percentage of black students remains the biggest influence, a result that would be consistent with

a district policy of attempting to hold onto whites through segregation as the nonwhite population

grows.

Once these features are accounted for, some regional differences in district segregation

remain.  Most notably, the levels of otherwise unexplained segregation remain highest in the

South, reinforcing the impression given in Table 5.  Other things equal, urban districts in the

South tended to be more segregated than those outside the South, though this difference appears

to be small.

V. CONCLUSION

Although there is general agreement that the most important problems of school

segregation are found in metropolitan areas, data limitations have heretofore prevented

researchers from systematic measurement of segregation at the metropolitan level.  This paper

presents measures of segregation for metropolitan areas using the Department of Education's

Common Core of Data, a data set covering virtually all public schools.  It confirms the prevailing

opinion that, not only are metropolitan areas very segregated, most of that segregation is due to

racial disparities between districts rather than segregative patterns within districts.  It therefore

also confirms the extremely limited potential of court-ordered school desegregation, given the

prohibition of metropolitan desegregation remedies established by the Milliken v. Bradley

decision.  Metropolitan areas in the South and West tend to have larger districts, and thus feature
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less fragmentation by school district.  This regional difference in fragmentation, which is the

product of decades of growth in a federal system of governments and which to some degree

characterizes virtually all the major metropolitan areas of the nation, allows for the high degree of

residence-based segregation that is evident in metropolitan area school segregation.

Segregation at the metropolitan level appears to vary systematically with size, racial mix,

and region.  Because larger metropolitan areas tend to have more jurisdictions and exhibit greater

differences in racial composition among jurisdictions, measured segregation rises with size, as

measured by school enrollment.  Larger districts are associated with less segregation, however,

since they allow the possibility of mixing students from diverse neighborhoods.  These aspects of

size held constant, metropolitan areas with higher concentrations of blacks, and to a lesser extent

Hispanics, exhibit greater segregation.  And, once these factors are accounted for, metropolitan

area segregation remains lowest in the South.

At the district level, segregation is greatest in the largest districts, presumably where

achieving racial balance is logistically the most difficult.  Within-district segregation is also

strongly affected by the percentage of students who are black, suggesting that school authorities

tend to insulate whites from interracial contact where minority presence is greatest.  Finally,

districts in the South exhibit higher rates of segregation, other things equal, a finding that stands

in contrast to previous regional comparisons in overall segregation.
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The Gini index is the area between the curve and the diagonal as a percentage of the area under
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For this example the calculated Gini index for the metropolitan area is 0.60.
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respectively, the index of dissimilarity is calculated as:

.               (5)D
N

N

W

W

i i

i

= − ∗∑[ . ]0 5 100

Its value for the metropolitan area in the present example is 46.1.
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1. See, for example, Orfield and Montford (1992) and Rivkin (1994).  For data on the most recent

trends, see Orfield et al. (1997) or Lankford and Wyckoff (1997).

2. The only paper to my knowledge that examines data for metropolitan areas is Lankford and

Wyckoff (1997), which focuses on data for eight metropolitan areas in New York as part of an

analysis of school choice and racial segregation.

3. For contrasting assessments of desegregation policy, see Orfield and Eaton (1996) and Rossell

(1994).

4. For examples of studies of the effect of interracial contact, see Hallinan (1982), DuBois and

Hirsch (1990), or Ellison and Powers (1994).

5. For a description of the Texas law, see, for example, Peter Applebome, "Seeking New

Approaches for Diversity," New York Times, April 23, 1997, p. A19.

6. The purely statistical measures used in this paper should not be viewed as comprehensive

measures of desegregation policy.  Among other reasons, there is evidence that mandatory

desegregation plans may have different effects on the behavior of whites than voluntary plans

(Rossell and Armor 1996).

7. See, for example, Farley and Frey (1994).

8. See, for example, Orfield (1983), Welch and Light (1987), Orfield and Monfort (1992),  Rivkin

(1994), and Orfield et al. (1997).

9. Orfield and Monfort (1992, p. 12) complain about the incompleteness, sampling problems, and

delay in dissemination of the OCR data.  "The surveys tend to [include] districts with large

minority populations but not traditionally white districts.  This often makes it impossible to look

Endnotes



at urban areas as a whole, particularly in the highly fragmented metropolitan areas of the

Northeast and Midwest." 

10. Data on racial and ethnic enrollments were not reported by the state of Idaho or the St.

Joseph, Missouri school district, which necessitated the omission of three metropolitan areas.

11. As is the common practice in this literature, "white" refers to non-Hispanic white; therefore

"nonwhite" includes all Hispanics.

12. The Appendix provides formulas for those measures not discussed in the text, along with a 

simple example to illustrate the calculations of the measures used in the paper.

13. This measure, denoted R,  is used by Coleman et al. (1975).  For a discussion of this measure

and its relationship to measures of exposure, see Clotfelter (1978).  For an illustration of the

calculation of this measure, and the underlying exposure rates, Appendix A of the paper presents

a simple example.

It is useful to note that the value of S is invariant with respect to which of two groups is

used as the basis for calculating the exposure rate.  That is, S can be calculated using the exposure

of nonwhites to whites, where W, the overall percentage of students who are white, is the

maximum for this exposure rate: S = (W - ENW) / W.

14.   To assess the difference made by alternative groupings, Gini-based segregation indices were

calculated for the 331 metropolitan areas using three different breakdowns: whites versus

nonwhites, as presented in the paper, nonblacks versus blacks, and whites and other nonwhites

versus blacks and Hispanics.  Three tables of the form of Table 6 were formed showing the

average segregation rates by size and region.  Rankings were made by region within size

categories and by size within regions to see if the cell with the highest index measured one way

was also the highest when measured the other two ways; similar rankings were made for the



lowest segregation index in each group.  Of the 18 possible comparisons, the ranking was not

affected by which of the three groupings were used in 13 cases.  Of the 20 size-region cells, public

schools were least segregated in the smallest metropolitan areas in the West, the conclusion being

the same with Gini indices based on each one of the three groupings, the calculated indices being

0.41, 0.47, and 0.44, respectively.  Schools were most segregated in the largest metropolitan

areas of the Midwest, again no matter which of the three groupings were used; calculated indices

were 0.84, 0.91, and 0.88, respectively.

15. The numbers of metropolitan areas in each size and region category are shown in Table A1.

16.  Following Orfield and Monfort (1992, p. 2), the regions were defined as follows: South:

Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina,

Tennessee, Texas, Virginia; Border: Delaware, District of Columbia, Kentucky, Maryland,

Missouri, Oklahoma, West Virginia; Northeast: Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New

Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Vermont; Midwest: Illinois,

Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Michigan, Minnesota, Nebraska, North Dakota, South Dakota, Ohio,

Wisconsin; West: Arizona, California, Colorado, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, Oregon,

Utah, Washington, Wyoming.  The 13 metropolitan areas (MSA or PMSA) that had components

from more than one region were classified it in the region containing the largest enrollment. 

17.  The sample excludes special, vocational, or alternative schools, and districts operated by the

state or federal government.  In the terms defined in the data set, the present sample includes type

1 (regular) schools and districts of types 1-4.  In 1994 the excluded districts contained less than

0.4 percent of all public school students.

18. It is tempting to apply Rivkin’s term, “residential segregation,” to this portion, but to do so

might obscure the very obvious fact that residential segregation also exists within school districts.



19. Farley and Frey (1994, p. 33) rank metropolitan areas in 1990 by the extent of black-nonblack

residential segregation, using the dissimilarity index.  Of the ten most segregated metropolitan

areas shown in Table 3 of the current paper, four also appeared among the top 10 in residential

segregation.

20.  One possible explanation for this result is suggested by the regression below showing more

severe segregation associated with blacks and Hispanics, which implies less segregation in the

presence of Asian-Americans, who tend to be more numerous in California.

21. Loredo, McAllen, and Brownsville.

22. Multiplying the log difference in enrollments (ln (1.1) = 0.095) by the coefficient 0.070 yields

0.0067, or about 1 percent of the mean of the Gini measure 0.671.  

Farley and Frey (1994, p.37) similarly find that black-nonblack residential segregation in

1990 rose with the population of the metropolitan area.

23. A 10 percent increase in district size increases the logarithm of district size by 0.095. Applying

the coefficient in (9.1) yields an effect of 0.00257, or 2.5 percent of the mean for S of 0.103. 

Equation (9.2) implies a change equal to 1.9 percent of the mean for the Gini-based measure.






















