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early six decades of multi-disciplinary social
science evidence points to important academic, social and civic benefits for low income students of color who attend high quality, diverse
schools. Research briefs highlighting key studies
that document these beneficial outcomes are summarized in prior “Research Briefs” in this series
(see www.school-diversity.org). Some of this
research has also pointed to benefits accruing to
students of all races and ethnicities attending integrated schools. Less direct attention has been paid
to the ways in which “white” students1 are
advantaged by racially diverse school settings. As
described below, diverse schools benefit white
students by providing far better learning outcomes.
Enrollment in racially integrated schools is also
associated with important social and psychological
advantages that improve productivity in an increasingly diverse workplace. Recognizing that sustained
support for school diversity on the part of white
families is central to the creation of stable, integrated schools, this research brief outlines the best
evidence to date on the benefits of racially diverse
K-12 experiences for white students.

Context: The Demographic
Transformation of Schools and a
Changing Economy
Last year, for the first time in history, white infants
accounted for less than half of all births, according
to the Census.2 That momentous shift in the very
youngest Americans is one of many concrete indicators of profound demographic transformation.
School enrollments reflect these broader population trends. In 1970, white students made up

roughly 80% of the national public school enrollment—a figure that has fallen to less than 54%
today.3 Enrollments in the country’s two largest
regions, the South and the West, are majorityminority and multiracial.4
Schools are public institutions consistently
attended by 9 out of 10 school-aged children in the
country5 and, as such, should serve as training
grounds for the world that rising generations of
students will experience. Yet in spite of our growing
diversity, high levels of school segregation persist.6
The typical white student in the U.S., for example,
goes to a school where roughly three-quarters of
his or her peers are also white, even though whites
now account for just more than half the national
school enrollment.7 As the research summarized
below suggests, racially and ethnically homogeneous school settings do not adequately prepare
either white students or their nonwhite peers for
life and work in a multiracial society.8
As the global economy continues to transition from
the industrial age to an era based on knowledge
production, flexibility, innovation and risk;9 today’s
students should be educated in learning environments that foster such characteristics. Racially and
ethnically diverse schools are optimal settings in
which to do so, for a variety of reasons further
explored in the following sections.

Better Learning Outcomes for
Non-Minority Students in Diverse
Schools
Diverse schools are linked to a host of positive
learning outcomes for white students. These
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include more robust classroom discussions, the
promotion of critical thinking and problem-solving
skills and higher academic achievement.
The presence of different racial and ethnic backgrounds in a classroom is closely connected to
heightened dialogue and debate.10 As Supreme
Court Justice Lewis Powell wrote, “the nation’s
future depends upon leaders trained through wide
exposure to that robust exchange of ideas which
discovers truth ‘out of a multitude of tongues.”11 In
other words, diverse perspectives provide multiple
lenses through which to view and understand
problems and events. The complex, more flexible
thinking that white students develop from these
exchanges is an essential academic benefit flowing
from diverse classrooms.12
Another related advantage is that the wide-ranging
and probing discussions that occur in diverse
classrooms help generate creative, high-quality
solutions to problems. Rigorous research has
shown that, when it comes to problem-solving,
diverse groups consistently outperform groups
made up of experts in a particular field.13 As one
researcher put it, “Scholars from a variety of disciplines have studied how people and groups make
breakthroughs. The common answer: diverse
perspectives.”14 Such outcomes produce clear
benefits for multiple arenas, including schools and
universities, workplaces and democratic societies.
Surveys of white high school students experiencing
racially diverse classrooms shed light on how the
students themselves view their settings. For example, more than three-fourths of white high school
juniors in Jefferson County (Louisville), Kentucky
reported that discussions in diverse classrooms had
at least some impact on their “understanding of
different points of view.”15 Nearly two-thirds of
white students in the district said they felt “very
prepared” for a diverse workplace, with another
one-third saying they felt at least “somewhat”
prepared.16
2

When classrooms are structured around cooperative group learning—which helps to maximize the
benefits of diversity17—white students show
improved academic achievement.18 With regard to
test scores, the narrowest measure of academic
achievement, evidence related to white students in
diverse schools is somewhat more mixed.19 Some of
the uncertainty is likely due to methodological
issues; for instance, many earlier studies of achievement were cross-sectional (looking at student
achievement at only one point in time) versus
longitudinal (tracking student achievement over
time).20 What is clear, however, is that racially
diverse schools are not linked to negative academic
outcomes for white students.21 And in a number of
subjects, like math and science, diverse educational
settings are consistently linked to higher test scores
for whites. One analysis of 59 social science articles
related to school composition effects on mathematics outcomes found, for instance, that math outcomes were higher at every grade level for students
from all racial and SES backgrounds who attended
racially and socioeconomically integrated schools.22

Attending Diverse Schools is
Linked to Social and Psychological
Advantages for Non-Minority
Students
Compared to racially isolated educational settings,
racially integrated schools are associated with
reduced prejudice among students of different
racial and ethnic backgrounds, a diminished likelihood of stereotyping, more friendships across racial
lines and higher levels of cultural competence.
Each of these outcomes are crucial components of
white students’—indeed, all students’—preparation
for an increasingly diverse society. U.S. employers
spend roughly $200 to $300 million23 dollars each
year providing diversity training because too few of
their employees are prepared to work with people
who come from different racial, economic or
cultural backgrounds.
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A 2003 meta-analysis of 515 social science studies,
spanning 6 decades and 36 countries, found
overwhelming evidence to indicate that contact
between different groups—such as having classmates of different racial backgrounds—lowers
intergroup prejudice.24 The research showed that
exposure to students of other racial and ethnic
backgrounds produces more knowledge and awareness of those backgrounds, which in turn lowers
anxiety and heightens feelings of empathy.25
Studies also show that the timing of the contact is
important—elementary school age children are
both aware of race and most likely to display flexible thinking around what racial differences may or
may not signify.26 Importantly, research has found
that students of all races experiencing high levels of
intergroup contact were more likely to feel that
positive steps should be taken to mitigate exclusion
based on race.27 One study of the and suburbs of
D.C. that classified districts as either “heterogeneous” or “homogeneous” found that students in
more diverse settings were much more likely to use
moral reasoning to evaluate racial exclusion. So, for
example, students in the heterogeneous district that
had experienced high levels of contact with students of other races were much more likely to say
that not dating someone on the basis of race was
unfair and discriminatory than students with lower
levels of contact in the more homogenous district.28
These findings are particularly important because
they suggests that contact with other racial groups
not only reduces prejudice, but that it also can help
spur white students towards proactive resistance to
discrimination.
One of the most effective ways to reduce prejudice
is through friendships with members of other
races.29 Meaningful friendships across racial lines
go beyond superficial contact with other group
members and thus help counter deep-seated prejudices. Schools are, of course, ideal institutions for
fostering interracial friendships at an early age.
Research has shown that diverse schools are linked
to more cross-racial friendships30 and that white
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students who have experienced racially diverse
classrooms are more likely to view students of
other races as potential friends.31 Diverse classrooms also foster stable friendships between white
and black students, with white students experiencing the strongest effects.32
Beyond the social-psychological benefits that white
students can accrue in diverse schools, the development of cultural competency offers a critical advantage in the multiracial workplace and society of the
future. Cross-cultural competency refers to the
ability to effectively work with and relate to others
across racial and ethnic lines.33 This requires the
low levels of prejudice and disinclination towards
stereotyping discussed above, and too, an understanding and empathy that can be gained from
cross-racial friendships and participation in
discussions with diverse perspectives.

Non-Minority Students Experience
Long-Term Benefits From School
Diversity
White graduates of diverse elementary and secondary schools experience long-lasting benefits that can
extend across multiple generations and contribute
to healthy functioning of a democratic society.
One of the most important benefits for white students attending diverse K-12 educational settings is
that such experiences tend to have perpetuating
effects later in life.34 In other words, white graduates of diverse schools often seek out diverse colleges, work environments and neighborhoods.35
This cycle can also span generations, since living in
a diverse neighborhood often means that the children of these white graduates will attend a diverse
school setting.36
White graduates of integrated schools are more
likely to report an increased sense of civic engagement.37 This is in part related to the fact that
students attending diverse schools feel they have
3
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more opportunities to learn about civic and political issues, in addition to thinking that their teachers
used techniques that promoted citizenship.38 White
students who attend well-designed diverse high
schools are also more likely to have a concrete
understanding of racial and social injustices, which
in turn can help contribute to constructive civic
engagement.

Organizing Schools to Promote the
Benefits of Diversity
Many of the benefits that diverse schools help produce for white students also flow to students of
other races. Because we still live in a society in
which racial discrimination is built into many of our
educational,39 economic40 and judicial institutions,41
preventing the replication of similar patterns within
diverse schools is imperative. Otherwise, research
suggests that the potential benefits of diversity
could be diluted or undermined.42
In the nearly six decades since Brown v. Board of
Education was decided, researchers have produced a
large body of evidence related to best practices for
designing integrated schools so that they equally
benefit for students of all races and ethnicities.
Much of this social psychology research is based on
a seminal 1954 study by Harvard social psychologist
Gordon Allport, who theorized that four critical
elements needed to be present in order to foster
optimal contact across different groups.43 Specifically, he suggested that all group members needed
to be given equal status, that clear guidelines for
cooperatively working towards common goals
should be present, and that strong leadership visibly
supportive of intergroup relationships was necessary.
In diverse schools, those four fundamentals can
play out in multiple ways. Efforts to de-track
students (e.g., remove racialized barriers to honors
and AP courses, monitor and disrupt the overidentification of black students as students with
special needs, and guard against placing English
4

Learners in separate, full-day English as a Second
Language classes) and integrate them together at
the classroom level are vital to the provision of
equal status.44 Cooperative, heterogonous grouping
in classrooms, along with abundant interracial
extra-curricular opportunities like sports teams, can
help actualize the process of working towards
common goals across racial lines.45 And finally,
highly visible, positive modeling from teachers and
administrators around issues of fairness and
diversity is critical to the development of strong,
equitable leadership.46

Concluding Thoughts
Given the history of white resistance to school
desegregation47 and ongoing patterns of segregation and resegregation,48 it is important to specifically highlight the ways in which white students
gain from their experiences in diverse educational
settings. Even as white public opinion on the issue
of school integration has shifted markedly—polling
shows that 33% of whites thought that black and
white children should attend the same schools in
1942, compared to 95% today—support for
specific voluntary desegregation policies remains
tenuous.49 This brief presents clear evidence that
diverse schools do benefit white school children,
that those advantages accrue along multiple important dimensions, and that the skills gained in
diverse settings are becoming ever more important
in a rapidly changing society. White families wishing to maximize the academic and social benefits of
education for their children can actively seek out
diverse schools, assured that their own children will
be strongly advantaged by the experience.

Genevieve Siegel-Hawley is Assistant Professor at
the Virginia Commonwealth University School of
Education, and a member of the National Coalition
on School Diversity’s Research Advisory Panel.
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Research Brief
How the Racial and Socioeconomic Composition
of Schools and Classrooms Contributes to
Literacy, Behavioral Climate, Instructional
Organization and High School Graduation Rates
By Susan Eaton

T

his is the second in a series of three briefs summarizing findings from the newest and most rigorous research related to racial and socioeconomic
diversity in public schools. The studies on which this
brief is based were published recently in three special
issues of the peer-reviewed journal, Teachers College
Record, edited by Professors Roslyn Arlin Mickelson
of the University of North Carolina at Charlotte and
Kathryn Borman of the University of South Florida.
This brief considers the relationship between the
racial and socioeconomic composition of a school
and/or classroom and a variety of important educational measures.

Why This Research is Important
This research augments an already extensive body
of work in this area, which has reached similar
conclusions. However, the work published this
year in TCR is particularly rigorous. It draws from
several strong data bases and employs cuttingedge statistical methods. This comprehensive collection of studies pays meticulous attention to
separating the discrete contributions that schools,
teachers, families and students themselves make
to a variety of important educational outcomes,
such as test scores and graduation rates. We urge
courts, policymakers, education rights lawyers, educators and others to use this new work as a
guide in decisions and advocacy related to diversity, schooling and equal opportunity.

What Does the Research Tell Us About
the Relationship Between Racial and
Socioeconomic Composition and . . .

READING AND VERBAL
ACHIEVEMENT?

 A study by Geoffrey Borman of the University
of Wisconsin-Madison and Maritza Dowling of
the Wisconsin Center for Educational
Research reanalyzes James Coleman’s 1966
report, “The Equality of Educational
Opportunity.” The “Coleman Report” is
widely considered to be one of the most influential studies ever conducted on education. Its
fundamental finding is that a student’s own
family background has far more influence upon
student achievement than do school characteristics. However, Borman and Dowling’s
reanalysis shows something quite different.
 Borman and Dowling find that attending a
high-poverty or highly segregated African
American school has a “profound” negative
effect on a student’s verbal achievement, “above
and beyond” the effects of a student’s own
poverty level or racial group.1
 More specifically, the racial/ethnic composition
and social class composition of a student’s
school are 1¾ times more important than a student’s social class or race in explaining verbal
achievement in the 9th grade. School racial and

By Susan Eaton

No. 2 – How the Racial
and Socioeconomic
Composition of Schools
and Classrooms
Contributes to Literacy,
Behavioral Climate,
Instructional Organization and High School
Graduation Rates
By Susan Eaton
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No. 5 – School
Integration and K-12
Educational Outcomes:
A Quick Synthesis of
Social Science Evidence
By Roslyn Arlin Mickelson

No. 6 – Magnet School
Student Outcomes:
What the Research Says
By Genevieve Siegel-Hawley
and Erica Frankenberg

Teachers, curricula, and pedagogy are essential
components of opportunities to learn, but they are
not the only important ones. The social organization of schools and classrooms also contributes to
the quality of educational experiences. Whether a
school is racially and socioeconomically (SES)
diverse or segregated makes a critical difference for
K-12 achievement across the curriculum: Students
who attend racially and socioeconomically diverse
schools are more likely to achieve higher test scores
and better grades, to graduate from high school,
and to attend and graduate from college compared
with their otherwise comparable counterparts who
attend schools with high concentrations of lowincome and/or disadvantaged minority youth.
The preponderance of high quality social science
research published since the late 1980s is clear and
The
consistent regarding these effects of school racial
and SES composition on K-12 educational outcomes.1 Other specific findings include:

Brief No. 6

 Importantly, there is no evidence that integrated schooling harms any student group.

Moreover, diverse K-12 schools foster other
positive outcomes that are integral links in the
adult life-course trajectory. In addition to
achievement, the positive short-term outcomes
of K-12 schooling include:
 A reduction in prejudice and fears.

 increases in cross-racial trust and friendships.

 enhanced capacity for multicultural navigation.

National Coalition on School Diversity
These benefits foster highly desirable long-term
outcomes for adults such as:
 greater educational and occupational
attainment.

Research Brief

 Attending a diverse school promotes achievement in mathematics, science, language and
reading.

 workplace readiness for the global economy.

Magnet School Student Outcomes:
What the Research Says

1

The results of the literature survey presented here are archived in a searchable database at: http://sociology.uncc.edu/people/ rmickelson/
spivackFrameset.html. This research is supported by grants from the National Science Foundation, the American Sociological Association,
and the Poverty and Race Research Action Council.
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The evidence of academic benefits is weakest for AsianBy
andGenevieve
Latino immigrant
students who appear
to benefit
from attending school with
Siegel-Hawley
and Erica
Frankenberg
their coethnics, most likely because of language issues.

his research brief outlines six major studies of
magnet school student outcomes. Magnet
schools are programs with special themes or
emphases designed to attract families from a variety
of different backgrounds. They were originally
established to promote voluntary racial integration
in urban districts.

Before delving into the research, however, we
quickly review the current demographic breakdown
of magnet schools. Enrollment data collected by
the National Center for Education Statistics, a reliable and wide-ranging federal dataset, show that, in
2008-09, more than 2.5 million students enrolled in
magnet schools across the nation, up from just over
two million students five years earlier. Magnet programs enrolled more than twice the number of students served by charter schools, making magnets
the largest sector of choice schools.

The following studies are located within a much
broader body of research that documents the benefits of attending racially and socioeconomically
diverse schools. Some of what we know from the
literature on the benefits of racial diversity indicates
that students of all races who attend diverse schools
have higher levels of critical thinking, an ability to
adopt multiple perspectives; diminished likelihood
for acceptance of stereotypes, higher academic
achievement, more cross-racial friendships, willingness to attend diverse colleges and live in diverse
neighborhoods, access to more privileged social
networks, higher feelings of civic and communal
responsibility, higher college-going rates, more
prestigious jobs.1

Compared to regular public schools, both charter
and magnet programs enrolled a larger share of
black and Latino students (mainly due to the concentration of magnet and charter schools in more
urban locales). Magnet students were slightly less
likely than charter school students to attend
intensely segregated minority schools, where 90100% of students were nonwhite, and also slightly
less likely to enroll in intensely segregated white
schools (0-10% nonwhite students). Beyond these
The research discussed here is relatively recent, but
two extreme ends of the spectrum of white student
older studies suggest that magnet schools are assoenrollment, large differences emerged in the shares
ciated with increased student achievement, higher
of magnet and charter students attending majority
levels of student motivation and satisfaction with
nonwhite (more racially diverse) and majority white
school, higher levels of teacher motivation and
(less diverse) schools. Forty percent of magnet stumorale, and higher levels of parent satisfaction with
dents attend majority nonwhite school settings,
Brie
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A note about magnet school enrollment and segregation trends3
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No. 7 – The Reciprocal
Relationship Between
Housing and School
Integration

 Students from all racial and SES backgrounds
can benefit from diverse schools—including
middle-class whites—although low-income
disadvantaged youth benefit the most from
attending diverse schools.2
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