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It’s been over 60 years since the U.S. Supreme Court declared education “a right which 
must be made available to all on equal terms.” In ruling that separate was in fact not equal, 
Brown v Board of Education forced federal, state and local governments to open public 
schools to all children in the community. The decision marked a huge victory for the civil 
rights movement. 

Yet integrating school buildings would prove to be just the first step in an ongoing 
journey toward educational equity in the nation. There remained – and still remain – 
structural and social barriers to making a world-class public education “available to all 
on equal terms.” In addition, our ideas about equity have evolved to encompass more 
than a guarantee that school doors will be open to every child. Advocates are increasingly 
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Equality in education is achieved when 
students are all treated the same and 
have access to similar resources. 

Equity is achieved when all students 
receive the resources they need so they 
graduate prepared for success after 
high school.
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concerned with allocating the resources and opportunities to learn that will equip all 
students for success after high school, recognizing that some students require more 
support than others to get there. 

This has led many to argue for a view of equity that sets the goal as “adequacy,” that is, 
the principle that all students should receive “an adequate education” whatever it takes 
to provide it (Brighouse & Swift, 2008). As an example of what the difference means 
in practice, consider a district that has a policy of one reading specialist per elementary 
school. Everyone would agree that this is an equal distribution. However, School A has 15 
students who are reading below grade level whereas School B has 250 below grade level 
readers. Equal distribution is therefore not providing adequate services to the children in 
School B because the needs in that school are obviously much greater. 

In this paper, CPE provides a brief overview of educational equity and its various, 
sometimes overlapping parts. We begin by reviewing the data on the students served by 
our public schools. We then describe the areas in an equity agenda that research shows will 
have the greatest impact on student outcomes: funding, curriculum, teachers and discipline 
policies. Our hope is to provide a common vocabulary for school boards to help them 
start conversations in their communities and thereby bring the nation closer to fulfilling its 
promise of equal opportunity for all. 

thE national School BoardS aSSociation on Equity
Public schools should provide equitable access and ensure that all 
students have the knowledge and skills to succeed as contributing 
members of a rapidly changing, global society, regardless of factors 
such as race, gender, sexual orientation, ethnic background, English 
proficiency, immigration status, socioeconomic status, or disability.

— NSBA Beliefs and Policies

Where We are
A changing student population: The U.S. is a much more diverse nation than it was 
around the time of the Brown decision. In 1960, 85 percent of the country was white. The 
largest minority group, African Americans, comprised 11 percent of the total population, 
and Asians, Hispanics and Native Americans represented less than 5 percent combined. 
Today the white population is about 63 percent of the total, and is expected to be less than 
half by the year 2050 (Pew Research Center, 2012). The demographic shift is most evident 
in our public schools where children of color are already the majority in the western and 
southern regions of the U.S. (NCES, 2015). 

Childhood poverty has also increased. In 2000, 17 percent of the under 18 population 
lived in families below the poverty level. Today that percentage is 22 percent (Kids Count, 
2015). In addition, the percent of English language learners in our schools increased over 
the last decade from 8 percent in 2001 to the current 10 percent (NCES, 2012).
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Distressingly, after decades of progress 
in integrating schools, we have begun to 
witness their re-segregation by race and 
poverty. Gary Orfield and his team at 
UCLA’s Civil Rights Project report that:

• Three-quarters of black and 
Latino students attend majority-
minority schools; about two in 
five are in schools where the white 
population is less than 10 percent. 

• The typical white student 
attends a school that is three 
quarters white. 

• Minority students are also 
subject to “double segregation” 
by race and poverty. 

The typical black student, for example, 
attends a school with a two-thirds poverty 
rate (Civil Rights Project, 2012).

Achievement gaps: Public schools have 
been steadily improving the performance 
of all student groups, most notably in 
math achievement and high school 
graduation, yet gaps remain. (See Charts 
1 and 2)

In the U.S. today, our poorest students 
are nearly four times as likely to fail in 
math than their wealthiest peers (OECD, 
2008). If we are to close the achievement 
gap completely, we must address current 
inequities in funding, access to high-level 
curriculum, access to good teachers, and 
how school discipline is imposed. 

Funding
Money is the clearest indicator of 
educational equity between districts. The 

largest share of school revenue comes from state and local dollars. Combined, they support 
about 90 percent of the total budget. How these dollars are distributed within states can 
manifest in sizable revenue gaps between districts based on the poverty rates of the students 
they serve. 

1990
1992

1996
2000

2003
2005

2007
2009

2011
2013

2015

PROFICIENT

270

Grade 8 Math, 1990 –2015
by Race, Ethnicity & Family Income

SOURCE: NCES, 2015

210

230

250

270

290

310

WhiteAsian/
Pacific Islander 

BlackHispanic Low Income Am. Indian
Alaska Native

237

246

259

288

306

259

294 292

270
268
267
260

Chart 1: Achievement gaps between student groups have 
narrowed slightly but still remain wide. 
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ChArt 2: All time high graduation rates still show gaps.
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The Education Trust reports that in 2012, the poorest districts in the nation – those in the 
bottom quartile  ̶̶  received $1,200 less per pupil than the wealthiest, top quartile districts. 
The national figure conceals large differences by state. The poorest districts in six states 
received at least 5 percent less than their wealthy counterparts; in one state, Illinois, they 
received nearly 20 percent less. However, the opposite pattern was seen in 17 states where 
the poorest districts actually receive at least 5 percent more per pupil dollars compared 
to those with lowest poverty rates; poor districts in Ohio, Minnesota and South Dakota 
received about 20 percent more. 

Note that funding inequities may be understated. Most experts agree that an equitable 
distribution of education dollars would take into account the extra costs involved in 
districts with high proportions of low-income students or students with special needs 
such as disabilities or English language learners (Augenblick et al, 1997). “Weighted 
funding formulas” count pupils based on need in order to achieve equity. The federal 
Title 1 formula, for example, is based on a calculation that assumes educating students in 
poverty costs 40 percent more than the basic per pupil allocation. 

The Education Trust repeated its analysis of funding inequity using Title 1’s $1.40 to $1.00 
formula. When adjusting for the additional needs of low-income students, the analysts 
found that the gaps were, not surprisingly, wider than when comparing dollar to dollar. 
In high-poverty districts, per pupil revenues were $2,200 less overall than in low-poverty 
districts. Moreover, the number of states in which poor districts received at least 5 percent 
less than the wealthiest districts increased to 22 from six when looking at unweighted 
dollars, showing that many states still have a long way to go to close the funding gap 
(Education Trust, 2015). 

high-level curriculum
It goes without saying that students are not likely to learn subject matter they are not 

taught. Achieving educational 
equity, therefore, demands more than 
distributing funds more fairly. We must 
also guarantee that students have equal 
access to high-level curriculum. 

This is actually one area where American 
schools have been making good gains. In 
1990, only half of U.S. students had the 
benefit of Algebra II and Trigonometry 
and gaps based on race were wide: 57 
percent of white high schoolers had taken 
these courses, compared to 44 percent of 
black and 40 percent of Hispanic students. 
By 2009, however, not only were these 
high-level math courses being taken by 
three-quarters of our students, the racial 
gaps had nearly closed. (Chart 3)
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ChArt 3: today’s students have greater access to high-level 
math than ever before and gaps between student groups have 
narrowed considerably. 
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Nonetheless, data from the Office of 
Civil Rights in the U.S. Department 
of Education shows that we still have 
schools that are not providing courses 
students need to succeed after high 
school. In 2012, 19 percent of high 
schools did not offer Algebra II and 
a stunning 11 percent could not even 
provide Algebra I. Access to lab 
sciences is even worse: 25 percent of 
our high schools did not offer chemistry 
and 37 percent did not have physics 
courses (Chart 4). Schools serving high 
proportions of students of color were 
the most likely to fall in this category 
(OCR, 2014). 

Access to high-level curriculum needs to 
start long before high school, of course. 
School districts need to make sure 

elementary and middle-schools provide a curriculum to all students that places them on track to 
graduate college- and career-ready. High-quality pre-kindergarten needs to be part of the mix, 
too. Good early education is especially beneficial to children from low-income or non-English 
speaking families by helping them start school with the same skills as their classmates from 
more advantaged circumstances (CPE, 2008). 

good teachers
Teachers have more influence on student learning than any other school factor (CPE, 
2009). Moreover, the impact of high-performing teachers has been shown to be similar 
regardless of school characteristics, making teacher quality a major element in equity plans 
(Reform Support Network, 2015). 

There is no single way to define teacher quality. Experience, credentials and academic 
background have all been shown to have an effect on student learning in varying degrees. 
In addition, new “growth” or “value-added” measures have been developed to relate 
student gains to individual teachers. In truth, all of these indicators matter. 

By some measures, the qualifications of the nation’s teaching force have been improving in 
recent years. For example, new teachers are stronger academically than their counterparts 20 
years ago based on SAT scores and number of Master’s Degrees (Goldhaber & Walch, 2014). 
Yet we still are not fully able to grant all students fair access to qualified teachers. Whether 
quality is defined as certification, subject knowledge or impact, poor students and children of 
color are less likely to be taught by well qualified teachers than their peers. (See Chart 5 on 
the next page)

In high-poverty (over 50%) high schools, for example, 52.4 percent of teachers were fully 
certified compared to 61.1 percent elsewhere. In addition, fewer new teachers in poor 
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ChArt 4: Not all high schools provide high-level math and 
science courses.
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schools had any practical teaching 
experience as part of their training prior 
to taking charge of their classrooms: 
39.3 percent had student teaching 
credits compared to 51.1 percent 
in wealthier schools. Similar gaps 
are present in schools based on the 
enrollment of students of color (NCES, 
2012). 

“Effective teachers”– that is, teachers 
whose impact on student learning 
is above the average – also tend to 
disproportionately serve in wealthier 
schools. In one southern state, highly 
effective teachers comprised 15 percent 
of the staff in high-poverty, high-
minority schools, but were 20 percent 
in low-poverty, low-minority schools 
(Reform Support Network, 2015). 

In July 2014, the U.S. Department of Education announced its Excellent Educators for All 
Initiative in order to help assure students have equal access to good teachers. The three part 
initiative includes the development of state Comprehensive Educator Equity Plans that will 
“put in place locally-developed solutions to ensure every student has effective educators” 
as required under Title 1 of the Elementary Secondary Education Act. State equity plans 
were submitted to the Department in June 2015 and, as of this writing, 42 have been 
approved. 

discipline
We’ve established that in order for students to be successful, they need access to well-
funded schools, high-level curriculum and qualified teachers. They also need to actually be 
in school to get the benefit of these resources. An analysis of NAEP scores, for example, 
showed that eighth-graders who were absent three or more days in the past month were 
significantly outscored by their classmates who were present every day: 60 percent of 
students with absences scored at the basic level or better compared to 78 percent of those 
with none (NCES, 2009). 

Absenteeism has many causes, but discipline policies that make heavy use of out-of-
school suspensions are among them and can place students at risk of academic failure. 
In addition, students with multiple suspensions have a higher likelihood of dropping 
out, and can even lead to worse outcomes – substance abuse and delinquency in the 
community (Losen et al., 2015). 

Such policies can produce a harmful school climate for students overall. But they also have 
a disproportionate effect on students of color and students with disabilities (See Chart 6 on 
the next page). 
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ChArt 5: high-poverty high schools are most likely to have 
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According to NSBA’s policy guide on 
out-of-school suspensions, “African 
American, Latino and Native American 
students, in particular, are far more 
likely to be suspended, expelled, and 
arrested than their white peers, even 
when accused of similar behavior” 
(NSBA, 2013). 

An in-depth study of discipline in 
Texas schools examined referral rates 
of students by race between seventh 
and twelfth grades (Chart 7). The 
researchers discovered that black 
students were far more likely than their 
white or Hispanic classmates to be 
given an out-of-school suspension for 
a first disciplinary referral. This finding 
calls into question any suggestion that 
students of color are suspended more 
often because they are breaking more 
rules than white students. At the very 
least, it should prompt school leaders to 
look more closely at their policies and 
the students they affect. 

toWard an equitable system 
For all students
The equity issues addressed in this 
brief – funding, high-level curriculum, 
good teachers, and discipline policies 
– by no means represent an exhaustive 
list. Unmentioned but also important 
resources for assuring equity include 

extra academic supports for low-performing students; access to technology both in school 
and at home; comprehensive family services; mentorships and trained counselors, and 
more. Nonetheless we have attempted to present those elements of education that research 
shows have the most impact on student learning and therefore deserve close attention when 
developing equity plans. 

School leaders who want to make sure their schools are equitable should first look at their data: 

• What is our performance by school and by student group? 

• Do all schools have adequate funding? Do funds flow to schools according to need? 

Percentages of Students Receiving 
Out-of-School Suspensions

1.2

7.3

2.1 1.6 1.5

10.8 11

6.7 5.4

0.5

10.1
11.9

All American
Indian

Pacific
Islander

Asian Black Latino White ELL Disability

SOURCE: the Civil Rights Project, 2015

Elementary Secondary

5

10

15

20

25

30

23.2

18.1

7.6

2.52.92.6

ChArt 6: Suspension rates by student group show  
gaps, 2011-12.

ChArt 7: Black students are disproportionately represented 
in out-of-school suspensions for first referrals.

SOURCE: Fabelo et al, Breaking Schools’ Rules, The Council of State Governments/
Public Policy Research Institute, July 2011

Percent referred for 
disciplinary action

Percent of these 
whose 1st referral 
was for a code of 
conduct violation

Percent of 1st 
referrals resulting 

in out-of-school 
suspension 

Black 75.1 94.2 26.2

White 64.8 92.7 18.0

Hispanic 46.9 93.3 9.9
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• Do we provide high-level curriculum in all of our schools? Do our high schools offer 
course sequences in high-level math from Algebra I to calculus, and science from 
biology to physics? Do we offer AP courses and is access open to all? Do we provide 
extra supports to struggling students and have policies in place to make sure they get 
the benefit of these supports?

• What are the qualifications of our teaching staff? Is teacher quality distributed 
equitably among schools as well as within the school building? Do all student groups 
have fair access to the best teachers? Are teachers well-supported? Do we reward 
teachers who serve the neediest students?

• How do our overall discipline rates compare to other districts? Do we suspend 
students more often than others? Are discipline rates similar for all student groups? 
Do we have enough school counselors and trained mentors to support students and 
work in partnership with families?

• Finally, do we monitor our progress? Do we make adjustments when needed? Are all 
of our students learning, engaged and on track to graduate college- and career-ready?

Author: Patte Barth is the director of the Center for Public Education, an initiative of the 
National School Boards Association. 
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policy guide for school board members, 2013



Educational Equity: What does it mean? hoW do We knoW When We reach it?

JANUARY 2016    CENTER FOR PUBLIC EDUCATION 9

bibliography

Augenblick, John G., Myers & Anderson, Equity and Adequacy in School Funding, 1997, 
The Future of Children, Financing Schools.

Brighouse, Harry, & Swift, Putting educational equality in its place, American 
Education Finance Association, 2008: http://www.mitpressjournals.org/doi/abs/10.1162/
edfp.2008.3.4.444#.VpVoCfkrIsk

Center for Public Education, How good are your teachers? Does highly qualified 
mean highly effective? 2009: http://www.centerforpubliceducation.org/Main-Menu/
Staffingstudents/How-good-are-your-teachers-Trying-to-define-teacher-quality/Does-
highly-qualified-mean-highly-effective.html 

Fabelo et al, Breaking Schools’ Rules, The Council of State Governments/Public POlciy 
Research Institute, July 2011

Goldhaber, Dan, & Walch, Gain in Teacher Quality, Education Next, 2014:  
http://educationnext.org/gains-in-teacher-quality/ 

Kids Count Data Center, Children in Poverty by Race and Ethnicity, 2015, Annie E Casey 
Foundation: datacenter.kidscount.org 

Losen, Danial, Hodson, Keith, Morrison & Belway, Are we closing the school discipline 
gap? 2015, The Center for Civil Rights Remedies, University of California, Los Angeles.

National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), The Condition of Education 2015, US 
Department of Education: http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_cge.asp#info 

NCES, Beginning K-12 Teacher Characteristics and Preparation by School Type, 2009, US 
Department of Education, 2012

NCES, Condition of Education 2012, Indicator 8 (ELL), US Department of Education: 
http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2012/2012045_2.pdf 

NCES, Nations Report Card 2015, US Department of Education:  
nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard

NCES, Common Core of Data 2013-14, Table 1. Public high school 4-year adjusted cohort 
graduation rate, US Department of Education

NCES, High School Transcript Study 1990–2009, US Department of Education, 2011

NCES, Status and Trends in the Education of Racial and Ethnic Groups, 2009, Indicator 16 
– Absences, US Department of Education



Educational Equity: What does it mean? hoW do We knoW When We reach it?

JANUARY 2016    CENTER FOR PUBLIC EDUCATION 10

National School Boards Association, Addressing the Out-of-School Suspension 
Crisis: A policy guide for school board members, 2013: https://cdn-files.nsba.org/
s3fs-public/0413NSBA-Out-Of-School-Suspension-School-Board-Policy-Guide.
pdf?mXctTtx3nmKnZ9TKWSY1upU7FBBiS2jN 

O’Brien, Eileen, & Dervarics, Pre-Kindergarten: What the research says, 2008, Center for 
Public Education: http://www.centerforpubliceducation.org/Main-Menu/Pre-kindergarten/
Pre-Kindergarten/Pre-kindergarten-What-the-research-shows.html 

Orfield, Gary, Kucsera & Siegel-Hawley, E Pluribus…Separation, 2012, The Civil 
Rights Project. 

Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development, Ten Steps to Equity in 
Education, January 2008.

Pew Research Center, A milestone en route to a majority minority nation, 2012:  
http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2012/11/07/a-milestone-en-route-to-a-majority-minority-
nation/?src=rss_main

Reform Support Network, Promoting More Equitable Access to Effective Teachers: 
Problem and Root Causes, March 2015, US Department of Education

US Department of Education Office of Civil Rights, Civil Rights Data Collection, Data 
Snapshot: College and Career Readiness, Issue Brief No. 3 March 2014

Ushomirsky, Natasha, & Williams, Funding Gaps 2015, Education Trust

© Center for Public Education, 2016

The Center for Public Education is a national resource for credible and practical infor-
mation about public education and its importance to the well-being of our nation. CPE 
provides up-to-date research, data, and analysis on current education issues and explores 
ways to improve student achievement and engage public support for public schools. CPE is 
an initiative of the National School Boards Association. www.centerforpubliceducation.org

 Founded in 1940, the National School Boards Association (NSBA) is a not-for-profit orga-
nization representing state associations of school boards and their more than 90,000 local 
school board members throughout the U.S. Working with and through our state associations, 
NSBA advocates for equity and excellence in public education through school board leader-
ship. www.nsba.org


