
 School Composition and the
Black–White Achievement Gap 

NCES 2015-018 U.S. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Contents  

1 Executive Summary 

3 Introduction 

6 Black Student Density, by Race and Location 

12 The Relationship Between Black Student Density and Achievement 

22 Exploring Between-School and Within-School Achievement Gaps 

26 References 

29 Appendix: Technical Notes 

What Is NAEP? 

The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) is an assessment 
program conducted by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 
to inform the public of what elementary and secondary students in the 
United States know and can do in various subject areas, including 
mathematics and science. Since 1969, NAEP, also known as The Nation’s 
Report Card™, has been administered periodically to students at grades 4, 
8, and 12 in order to report results for the nation, participating states, and 
selected large urban school districts. The National Assessment Governing 
Board oversees and sets policy for the NAEP program. Additional information 
about NAEP is available at http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/. 

http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/


1 School Composition and the Black–White Achievement Gap

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

  

  

  

  

 
 

 

 

  

  

� � � � � � � � � � � �
� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �

Executive Summary 

The Black–White achievement gap has often been studied, 
but its relationship to school composition has generally not 
been explored. The demographic makeup of public schools is 
of particular interest, given recent concerns about the growing 
resegregation of schools (Frankenberg, Lee, and Orfield  
2003; Orfield, Kucsera, and Siegel-Hawley 2012). This 
report explored eighth-grade achievement as it relates to the 
percentage of students in the school who were Black,1

1 7KH FDWHJRU\ %ODFN LQFOXGHV VWXGHQWV ZKR LGHQWL¿HG DV ³%ODFN RU $IULFDQ $PHULFDQ�´

 or the 
density of Black students, to contribute to the understanding 
of the Black–White student achievement gap. The data used to 
explore these relationships came primarily from the National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 2011 Mathematics 
Grade 8 Assessment but also from the Common Core of Data 
for 2010–11, which provided additional school characteristics. 

On average, White students attended schools that were 
9  percent Black while Black students attended schools 
that were 48 percent Black, indicating a large difference in 
average Black student density nationally. When the analysis 
examined variation in density by region and locale, the 
results showed that schools in the highest density category 
(60  percent to 100  percent Black students) were mostly 
located in the South and, to a lesser extent, the Midwest 
and tended to be in cities. The highest percentage of schools 
in the lowest density category were in rural areas. 

Analysis of the relationship between the percentage of 
students in a school who were Black and achievement showed 
the following: 

• Achievement for both Black and White students was 
lower in the highest Black student density schools than 
in the lowest density schools. 

• However, the achievement gap was not different. 

However, when accounting for factors such as student 
socioeconomic status (SES) and other student, teacher, and 
school characteristics, the analysis found: 

• White student achievement in schools with the highest 
Black student density did not differ from White student 
achievement in schools with the lowest density. 

• For Black students overall, and Black males in particular, 
achievement was still lower in the highest density 
schools than in the lowest density schools. 

• The Black–White achievement gap was larger in the 
highest density schools than in the lowest density 
schools. 

• Conducting analysis by gender, the Black–White 
achievement gap was larger in the highest density 
schools than in the lowest density schools for males but 
not for females. 

In addition, the size of the achievement gaps within each 
category of Black student density was smaller when the 
analysis accounted for student SES and other student, 
teacher, and school characteristics (except in the highest 
density category), suggesting that these factors explained a 
considerable portion of the observed achievement gap.2 

2 ,Q WKH KLJKHVW GHQVLW\ VFKRROV� WKH UHGXFWLRQ LQ WKH DFKLHYHPHQW JDS ZDV QRW VWDWLVWLFDOO\ VLJQL¿FDQW �p  ������
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In a separate analysis, the report estimated the extent 
to which the Black–White achievement gap could be 
attributed to between- versus within-school differences in 
achievement. The value of this analysis is to inform policies 
that allocate resources between schools versus policies 
that allocate resources within schools. Results of this 
analysis showed that, nationally and in most of the states 

examined, the portion of the Black–White achievement  
gap attributed to within-school differences in achievement  
was larger than the portion attributed to between-school  
differences. There was, however, a portion of the gap that  
could not definitively be attributed to either within- or  
between-school differences alone. This portion was labeled  
“indeterminate.” 
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Introduction  

The academic achievement of both Black and White public 
school students, as measured by the NAEP, has improved 
across time (Vanneman et al. 2009). However, the difference, 
or gap, in the achievement between these two groups of 
students persists; on average, Black students generally score 
lower than White students (Vanneman et al. 2009; NCES  
2011). For example, on the NAEP 2011 Mathematics Grade 8 
Assessment, Black students scored 31 points lower, on average, 
than did White students (National Center for Education  
Statistics 2011). By way of comparison, the difference between 
NAEP Grade 8 mathematics Basic and Proficient achievement 
levels is 37 points. Researchers, educators, and policymakers 
continue to seek both to understand the reason for the gaps 
and to develop policies and strategies to reduce the magnitude 
of the Black–White student academic performance gap (Fryer  
and Levitt 2004; Hanushek and Rivkin 2006; Hanushek,  
Kain, and Rivkin 2009; Kelly 2009; Reardon 2008; Stiefel,  
Schwartz, and Ellen 2007). 

Prior researchers have identified both student- and school- 
level characteristics that are associated with student 
academic performance. A number of researchers have 
examined the demographic makeup of schools and its 
relationship with student academic performance (Armor 
and Watkins 2006; Berends and Penaloza 2010; Caldas and 
Bankston 1998; Ewijk and Sleegers 2010; Hanushek, Kain, 
and Rivkin 2009; Jencks and Mayer 1990; Mickelson 2001; 
Rumberger and Palardy 2005). The demographic makeup 
of schools is important because there have been concerns 
about growing resegregation in public schools (Fiel 2013; 
Frankenberg, Lee, and Orfield 2003; Orfield, Kucsera, and 
Siegel-Hawley 2012), so there is a need to further understand 
how achievement may be associated with increased racial 
isolation for Black students. 

The current report contributes to this line of inquiry through 
analyses of the performance of public school students 
nationally on the NAEP 2011 Mathematics Grade  8 
Assessment, along with student and school characteristics 
data drawn from NAEP, as well as the Common Core of 
Data. Analysis focused on the eighth grade because parent 
education, a key socioeconomic indicator, is not available 
for fourth-grade NAEP assessments. Analyses focused on 
mathematics on the basis of the assumption that mathematics 
achievement is less influenced by English language learner 
status (Abedi 2010; Chudowsky and Chudowsky 2010). 
With the focus on mathematics, the methods explored here 
could more easily be extended to other racial or ethnic groups 
(e.g., Hispanics) that might have more English language 
learners than the Black and White racial groups analyzed here. 
The methods employed here can be applied at a later date to 
analyses of achievement gaps for other racial-ethnic groups. 

This report uses data on school demographic characteristics 
from the 2010–11 school year to create a school-level 
variable, Black student density (or density for short), which 
is defined as the proportion of a school’s enrollment that is 
Black.3

3 7KH WHUP ³GHQVLW\´ KDV EHHQ XVHG E\ YDULRXV DJHQFLHV DQG LQ SHHU UHYLHZHG OLWHUDWXUH �H�J�� *LHOLQJ��9ROOHEHUJK��DQG�YDQ�'RUVVHODHU������
0DG\XQ�DQG�/HH������ WR GHVFULEH GHPRJUDSKLF FRPSRVLWLRQV LQ YDULRXV ORFDWLRQV� LQFOXGLQJ WKH UDFLDO�HWKQLF PDNHXS RI VFKRROV DQG
QHLJKERUKRRGV�

 For the analyses presented below, density serves as 
the organizing framework. It should be noted, however, that 
while the percentage of students who are Black measures the 
concentration of Black students in the school, it does not 
capture the complex ways in which the composition of the 
rest of the school population might vary. For example, two 
schools may have the same density measure, say 10 percent. 
In one school the remaining 90 percent of the student 
population may be White, while in the second school the 
remaining 90 percent may be from other minority groups. 
For the purposes of analysis in this report, however, these 
two schools would be treated similarly. 
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On the basis of findings from the research cited above, one 
of the key assumptions guiding the research in this report is 
that a school’s Black student density is a potential indicator 
of patterns of school segregation or resegregation. For 
example, the percentage of grade 8 students who were Black 
nationally in 2011 was 15 percent (NCES 2011); hence if 
there were no segregation nationally, then all students would 
be attending schools in which 15 percent of students were 
Black. Racial segregation may have a negative association 
with the quality of teaching and learning in schools attended 
by a large population of Black students (Aud, Fox, and 
KewalRamani 2010; Mickelson 2001). 

The primary goal of this report is to present descriptive 
information on the relationships among the percentage of 
students in a school who are Black, the Black–White student 
academic performance gap, and student achievement. 

• This report begins with a description of how the 
percentage of students in a school who were Black 
varies for Black students, compared with that for White 
students, and identifies the U.S. regions and locale 
types where the highest Black student density schools 
were located. 

• The second part explores the relationship of the 
percentage of students in a school who are Black with 
achievement and achievement gaps. 

• Third, the report explores whether the relationship 
between the percentage of students in a school who are 
Black and student achievement identified in the first 
stage of analyses persists when accounting for student 
demographic characteristics such as socioeconomic 
status (SES) and other school characteristics that may 
be associated with achievement. The final analysis in 
this section separately examines the results for males 
and females. 

• The final section of the report builds on prior research 
that showed an association of the percentage of 
students in a school who were Black with the unequal 
distribution of education resources among schools, and 

explores whether achievement gaps might be attributed 
to within-school or between-school differences. The 
results of this analysis provide information for people 
considering the distribution of key education resources, 
such as effective teachers, more equitably across schools 
or a focus on the equitable use or distribution of resources 
within individual schools to reduce achievement gaps. 

The research in this report is exploratory. This report examines 
whether there are associations between the percentage of 
students in a school who were Black and the Black–White 
student achievement gap, but it does not assess whether this 
relationship is causal (e.g., this analysis does not and cannot 
test whether higher Black student density causes lower 
achievement). In addition, although the current report 
estimates the relative importance of inequalities within 
individual schools versus between schools with a statistical 
model, the analysis does not assess the effectiveness of any 
specific policy in addressing density, student achievement, 
or the achievement gap. Instead, the analysis intends to 
provide information to those concerned about the general 
allocation of resources between and within schools. 

A better understanding of the current state of the Black– 
White achievement gap is needed because the Black–White 
achievement gap remains large (NCES 2011) and by some 
measures U.S. schools were as segregated in the 2000s as 
they were in the late 1960s (Orfield 2006). A previous 
NCES report (Vanneman et al. 2009) has documented 
trends in Black and White achievement and the gap in the 
nation and states. This report provides further descriptive 
and exploratory analysis of recent NAEP data to provide 
additional insight into the Black–White achievement gap 
by examining the average gap at different ranges of Black 
student density both without and with accounting for 
student and school characteristics such as socioeconomic 
status. Additionally, this report presents analysis that suggests 
focal areas to explore for closing the gap by presenting results 
for the nation and states that identify whether the gaps are 
primarily found within schools or between schools.4 

4 ,Q WKLV UHSRUW� ¿QGLQJV DUH UHSRUWHG EDVHG RQ D VWDWLVWLFDO VLJQL¿FDQFH OHYHO VHW DW ���� :KHQ FRPSDULVRQV DUH PDGH� WHUPV OLNH KLJKHU RU ORZHU
LQGLFDWH VWDWLVWLFDOO\ VLJQL¿FDQW ¿QGLQJV� 3HUFHQWDJHV DQG GLIIHUHQFHV ZHUH FRPSXWHG XVLQJ XQURXQGHG QXPEHUV� VR WKH UHVXOWV PD\ GLIIHU IURP
ZKDW ZRXOG EH REWDLQHG XVLQJ WKH URXQGHG QXPEHUV LQ ¿JXUHV DQG WDEOHV�
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Why might the Black student density in a school be related to achievement and the Black–White achievement gap? 

8QGHUVWDQGLQJ WKH FRPSOH[ UHODWLRQVKLS EHWZHHQ VFKRRO GHPRJUDSKLF FKDUDFWHULVWLFV DQG VWXGHQW DFDGHPLF SHUIRUPDQFH LV LPSRUWDQW EHFDXVH
SULRU UHVHDUFK KDV LGHQWL¿HG PHFKDQLVPV E\ ZKLFK WKH SHUFHQWDJH RI VWXGHQWV LQ D VFKRRO ZKR DUH %ODFN PD\ GLUHFWO\ RU LQGLUHFWO\ UHVXOW LQ ORZHU
VWXGHQW DFKLHYHPHQW�

• )LUVW� SULRU UHVHDUFK KDV LGHQWL¿HG D UHODWLRQVKLS EHWZHHQ WKH SHUFHQWDJH RI VWXGHQWV LQ D VFKRRO ZKR DUH %ODFN DQG DQ XQHYHQ GLVWULEXWLRQ RI
NH\ DFDGHPLF VXSSRUWV DFURVV VFKRROV� VXFK DV H[SHULHQFHG DQG HIIHFWLYH WHDFKHUV� 6FKRROV WKDW VHUYH ODUJH SHUFHQWDJHV RI %ODFN VWXGHQWV
DUH PRUH OLNHO\ WR HPSOR\ OHVV H[SHULHQFHG WHDFKHUV �$XG��)R[��DQG�.HZDO5DPDQL�������0LFNHOVRQ�������

• 6HFRQG� VFKRROV ZLWK D SHUFHQWDJH RI VWXGHQWV ZKR DUH %ODFN WHQG WR KDYH KLJKHU VKDUHV RI ORZ�VRFLRHFRQRPLF�VWDWXV VWXGHQWV� ZKR RIWHQ
QHHG DGGLWLRQDO VXSSRUWV WR EH VXFFHVVIXO EHFDXVH %ODFN VWXGHQWV DUH PRUH OLNHO\ WR EH LQ D RQH�SDUHQW�JXDUGLDQ IDPLO\� WR EH LQ D IDPLO\ LQ
SRYHUW\ �)HGHUDO�,QWHUDJHQF\�)RUXP�RQ�&KLOG�DQG�)DPLO\�6WDWLVWLFV������� DQG WR KDYH SDUHQWV ZLWK ORZHU OHYHOV RI HGXFDWLRQ� FRPSDUHG ZLWK
WKH SDUHQWV RI :KLWH VWXGHQWV �$XG��)R[��DQG�.HZDO5DPDQL�������

• 7KLUG� WKHUH LV D ERG\ RI ZRUN WKDW H[SORUHV ZKHWKHU QHJDWLYH HGXFDWLRQ RXWFRPHV� VXFK DV ORZHU DFKLHYHPHQW� WKDW DUH DVVRFLDWHG ZLWK
ODUJH FRQFHQWUDWLRQV RI %ODFN VWXGHQWV LQ VFKRROV PLJKW EH GXH WR DQ ³RSSRVLWLRQDO FXOWXUH�´ ZKLFK LV D SDUW RI FRQWHPSRUDU\ %ODFN FXOWXUH
�)RUGKDP�DQG�2JEX������ 2JEX������� 7KLV OLQH RI UHVHDUFK FRQVLGHUV VWXGHQW SHHU HIIHFWV DVVRFLDWHG ZLWK ODUJHU FRQFHQWUDWLRQV RI %ODFN
VWXGHQWV ZKHUH LW KDV EHHQ WKHRUL]HG WKDW FHUWDLQ EHKDYLRUV WKDW DUH DVVRFLDWHG ZLWK KLJKHU DFKLHYHPHQW DUH VKXQQHG EHFDXVH WKH\ LQYROYH
OHDUQLQJ WR FRSH ZLWK SUHVVXUHV VXFK DV ³WKH EXUGHQ RI DFWLQJ :KLWH´ �)RUGKDP�DQG�2JEX�������

• )RXUWK� VRPH UHVHDUFKHUV KDYH FRQVLGHUHG ZKHWKHU WHDFKHUV PD\ DOVR KDYH ORZHU H[SHFWDWLRQV IRU VWXGHQW SHUIRUPDQFH LQ VFKRROV ZLWK
D KLJK SRSXODWLRQ RI %ODFN VWXGHQWV� VRPHWLPHV H[SODLQHG DV D ³3\JPDOLRQ HIIHFW´ �5RVHQWKDO�DQG�-DFREVRQ������ )HUJXVRQ������� 7KLV
UHVHDUFK LV JURXQGHG LQ WKH DVVXPSWLRQ WKDW ORZHU H[SHFWDWLRQV E\ WHDFKHUV IRU VWXGHQWV IURP PLQRULW\ EDFNJURXQGV PD\ UHVXOW LQ ORZHU
OHYHOV RI HQJDJHPHQW E\ ERWK WHDFKHUV DQG VWXGHQWV� ZKLFK XOWLPDWHO\ PD\ FRQWULEXWH WR SRRUHU DFDGHPLF SHUIRUPDQFH� 2QH VWXG\ IRXQG
WKDW LQ SUHGRPLQDQWO\ %ODFN HOHPHQWDU\ VFKRROV� %ODFN DQG :KLWH VWXGHQWV WHQG WR VFRUH ORZHU DQG HYHQWXDOO\ DUH SODFHG RQ D ORZHU WUDFN
LQ KLJK VFKRRO� DQG WKLV WUDFNLQJ FDQ VWDUW LQ HOHPHQWDU\ VFKRRO �0LFNHOVRQ�������

• )LIWK� DW WKH KLJK VFKRRO OHYHO� VRPH UHVHDUFK VKRZV WKDW WKH WUDFNLQJ RI %ODFN VWXGHQWV WHQGV WR GLIIHU E\ WKH GHQVLW\ RI %ODFN VWXGHQWV LQ
WKH VFKRRO� 2QH VWXG\ IRXQG WKDW WKDW %ODFN VWXGHQWV DUH PRUH OLNHO\ WR EH LQ KLJK�WUDFN FRXUVHV �H�J�� WDNLQJ DOJHEUD LQ WKH HLJKWK JUDGH
UDWKHU WKDQ WKH QLQWK JUDGH� LQ SUHGRPLQDQWO\ %ODFN VFKRROV WKDQ LQ ORZHU GHQVLW\ VFKRROV �.HOO\������� $QRWKHU VWXG\ IRXQG WKDW HYHQ ZKHQ
FRQWUROOLQJ IRU DFKLHYHPHQW� PRUH UDFLDO�HWKQLF DQG VRFLRHFRQRPLF GLYHUVLW\ DUH UHODWHG WR PRUH ³GH IDFWR´ WUDFNLQJ �/XFDV�DQG�%HUHQGV�������

• 6L[WK� WKH QXPEHU RI VFKRRO GLVFLSOLQDU\ UHSRUWV LQFUHDVHV DV WKH SHUFHQWDJH RI VWXGHQWV LQ D VFKRRO ZKR DUH %ODFN LQFUHDVHV� DQG %ODFN
VWXGHQWV DUH PRUH OLNHO\ WKDQ :KLWH VWXGHQWV WR IDFH VFKRRO GLVFLSOLQH RU RI¿FH UHIHUUDOV �5RFTXH�DQG�3DWHUQRVWHU������� ZKLFK LV UHOHYDQW
EHFDXVH KLJKHU UDWHV RI RXW�RI�VFKRRO VXVSHQVLRQ DUH UHODWHG ZLWK ORZHU DFKLHYHPHQW �5DXVFK�DQG�6NLED�������
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Black Student Density, by Race and Location 

Black students are, on average, in schools that are 48 percent Black, whereas White
students are, on average, in schools that are 9 percent Black. 

Black student density, defined in this report as the percentage  
of students in a school who are Black, is often used as a  
base for measures of segregation. Nationally, Black students  

attend schools that are, on average, 48 percent Black, 
whereas White students attend schools that are, on average, 
9 percent Black, as displayed in figure 1, below.5 

� 7KH IXOO 1$(3 VDPSOH� LQFOXGLQJ VWXGHQWV RI DOO UDFH�HWKQLFLWLHV� ZDV �� SHUFHQW :KLWH� �� SHUFHQW %ODFN� �� SHUFHQW +LVSDQLF� � SHUFHQW $VLDQ�
� SHUFHQW $PHULFDQ ,QGLDQ� DQG � SHUFHQW WZR RU PRUH UDFH�HWKQLFLWLHV� 2I WKHVH VWXGHQWV� ���� SHUFHQW ZHUH 16/3�HOLJLEOH� ���� SHUFHQW KDG D
SDUHQW ZLWK PRUH WKDQ D KLJK VFKRRO GLSORPD� DQG ���� ZHUH LQ VFKRROV ORFDWHG LQ D FLW\�

Figure 1. Average percentage of students who are Black in schools, for White and
Black students: 2011 

127(� 7KH PHDVXUHV GLVSOD\HG LQ WKLV ¿JXUH DUH DYHUDJH SHUFHQWDJHV RI VWXGHQWV LQ WKH VFKRRO ZKR DUH %ODFN�
6285&(��8�6��'HSDUWPHQW�RI�(GXFDWLRQ��,QVWLWXWH�RI�(GXFDWLRQ�6FLHQFHV��1DWLRQDO�&HQWHU�IRU�(GXFDWLRQ�6WDWLVWLFV��1DWLRQDO�$VVHVVPHQW�RI�
(GXFDWLRQDO�3URJUHVV��1$(3��������0DWKHPDWLFV�*UDGH���$VVHVVPHQW�
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Figure 2 displays the four density categories used in this 
report to examine the relationships among Black student 
density, achievement, and achievement gaps: The density 
categories are 0  percent to 20  percent Black students 
within a school, 20  percent to 40  percent, 40  percent to 
60  percent, and 60  percent to 100  percent.6,7

� 7KHUH ZHUH WRR IHZ REVHUYDWLRQV LQ VFKRROV ZLWK PRUH WKDQ �� SHUFHQW %ODFN VWXGHQWV WR KDYH VHSDUDWH FDWHJRULHV IRU �� SHUFHQW WR
�� SHUFHQW %ODFN VWXGHQWV DQG �� SHUFHQW WR ��� SHUFHQW %ODFN VWXGHQWV�
� ,Q WKLV UHSRUW� WKH FDWHJRULHV RI SHUFHQW %ODFN DUH FRQVWUXFWHG VR WKDW WKHUH LV QR RYHUODS EHWZHHQ WKH OHYHOV� )RU H[DPSOH� WKH ¿UVW %ODFN
VWXGHQW GHQVLW\ FDWHJRU\ LV � SHUFHQW %ODFN XS WR DQG HTXDO WR �� SHUFHQW %ODFN� WKH VHFRQG LV JUHDWHU WKDQ �� SHUFHQW XS WR DQG HTXDO WR
�� SHUFHQW� DQG VR IRUWK�

 Figure 2 
further illustrates the disparity noted above, in figure 1: The 

majority of White students (86  percent) attend schools 
in the 0  percent to 20  percent density category, whereas 
24 percent of Black students attend schools in this category. 
About 1 percent of White students attended schools in the 
highest density category (60 percent to 100 percent Black), 
whereas 35 percent of Black students did so.8 

� ,Q WKH VDPSOH RI %ODFN DQG :KLWH VWXGHQWV FRPELQHG� ���� SHUFHQW DWWHQG VFKRROV �±�� SHUFHQW %ODFN� ���� SHUFHQW DWWHQG VFKRROV
��±�� SHUFHQW %ODFN� ��� SHUFHQW DWWHQG VFKRROV ��±�� SHUFHQW %ODFN� DQG ��� SHUFHQW DWWHQG VFKRROV ��±��� SHUFHQW %ODFN�

Figure 2. Percentage of students in each Black student density category, by student 
race: 2011 

127(� 7KH PHDVXUHV GLVSOD\HG LQ WKLV ¿JXUH DUH SHUFHQWDJHV RI VWXGHQWV E\ UDFH FDWHJRU\� 'HWDLO PD\ QRW VXP WR WRWDOV EHFDXVH RI URXQGLQJ�
6285&(��8�6��'HSDUWPHQW�RI�(GXFDWLRQ��,QVWLWXWH�RI�(GXFDWLRQ�6FLHQFHV��1DWLRQDO�&HQWHU�IRU�(GXFDWLRQ�6WDWLVWLFV��1DWLRQDO�$VVHVVPHQW�RI�
(GXFDWLRQDO�3URJUHVV��1$(3��������0DWKHPDWLFV�*UDGH���$VVHVVPHQW�
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Nationally, as shown in figure 3, more than three-quarters of  
public schools in the nation are in the lowest density category,  
where “lowest density” is defined as schools in which the  
percentage of students who are Black is between 0 percent  

and 20  percent. Approximately 10 percent of schools are 
in the highest density category, where “highest density” is 
defined as schools in which the percentage of students who 
are Black is between 60 and 100 percent. 

Figure 3. Percentage of public schools nationally, by Black student density
category: 2011 

127(� 7KH PHDVXUHV GLVSOD\HG LQ WKLV ¿JXUH DUH SHUFHQWDJHV RI VFKRROV� 'HWDLO PD\ QRW VXP WR WRWDOV EHFDXVH RI URXQGLQJ� &DOFXODWLRQV
EDVHG RQ WKH QXPEHU RI VFKRROV WKDW RIIHU HLJKWK JUDGH DQG ZKRVH 7\SH  5HJXODU VFKRRO� �)RU D GH¿QLWLRQ RI D ³UHJXODU´ VFKRRO� VHH &&'
GRFXPHQWDWLRQ DW KWWS���QFHV�HG�JRY�FFG�SVDGG�DVS��
6285&(��8�6��'HSDUWPHQW�RI�(GXFDWLRQ��1DWLRQDO�&HQWHU�IRU�(GXFDWLRQ�6WDWLVWLFV��&RPPRQ�&RUH�RI�'DWD������±���

8  
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Schools in the highest Black student density category are mostly located in the South,
with very few in the West. 

The average percentage of students in a school who are 
Black varies by region and locality.9

�� &&'�UHJLRQV�DUH�WKH�UHJLRQV�GH¿QHG�E\�WKH�8�6��&HQVXV��1RUWKHDVW��0LGZHVW��6RXWK��DQG�:HVW�

 Figure 4 displays the 
distribution of schools by Black student density category 
and region. As seen in figure 4, across the four regions, large 

proportions of schools in the highest density category were 
found in the South and, to a lesser extent, in the Midwest; 
the fewest of the schools in the highest density category 
were found in the West. 

Figure  4.  Distribution of schools by region within Black student density category: 2011 

127(��7KH�PHDVXUHV�GLVSOD\HG�LQ�WKLV�¿JXUH�DUH�SHUFHQWDJHV�RI�VFKRROV�ZLWKLQ�HDFK�%ODFN�VWXGHQW�GHQVLW\�FDWHJRU\��'HWDLO�PD\�QRW�VXP�WR�
WRWDOV�EHFDXVH�RI�URXQGLQJ��&DOFXODWLRQV�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�QXPEHU�RI�VFKRROV�WKDW�RIIHU�HLJKWK�JUDGH�DQG�ZKRVH�7\SH� �5HJXODU�VFKRRO�
6285&(��8�6��'HSDUWPHQW�RI�(GXFDWLRQ��1DWLRQDO�&HQWHU�IRU�(GXFDWLRQ�6WDWLVWLFV��&RPPRQ�&RUH�RI�'DWD������±���
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Schools in the highest Black student density category are mostly in cities, but this
varies by region. 

Figure 5 shows that schools in the highest Black student 
density category (60  percent to 100  percent Black) were 
most frequently located in cities; smaller percentages of 
these schools were located in suburbs, towns, and rural 
areas. Within the highest density category (60  percent to 

100 percent), 67 percent of schools were located in cities 
and 15 percent or fewer in each of the other locale types. 
In the lowest density category (0  percent to 20  percent), 
48  percent of schools were located in rural areas and 
22 percent or fewer in each of the other locale types.10 

�� /RFDOH W\SH LV EDVHG RQ &&' FRGHV� ZKLFK FDQ EH IRXQG DW KWWS���QFHV�HG�JRY�FFG�SVDGG�DVS�

Figure 5. Distribution of schools by locale type within Black student density 
category: 2011 

127(� 7KH PHDVXUHV GLVSOD\HG LQ WKLV ¿JXUH DUH SHUFHQWDJHV RI VFKRROV ZLWKLQ HDFK GHQVLW\ FDWHJRU\� 'HWDLO PD\ QRW VXP WR WRWDOV EHFDXVH RI
URXQGLQJ� &DOFXODWLRQV EDVHG RQ WKH QXPEHU RI VFKRROV WKDW RIIHU HLJKWK JUDGH DQG ZKRVH 7\SH  5HJXODU VFKRRO�
6285&(��8�6��'HSDUWPHQW�RI�(GXFDWLRQ��1DWLRQDO�&HQWHU�IRU�(GXFDWLRQ�6WDWLVWLFV��&RPPRQ�&RUH�RI�'DWD������±���

10 

http://nces.ed.gov/ccd/psadd.asp


11 School Composition and the Black–White Achievement Gap

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

� � �
� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �

� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �

� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �
� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �
� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �
� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �

Although nationally approximately two-thirds of the schools 
in the highest Black student density category were found in 
cities, this might vary by region. As shown in figure 6, in the 
Northeast and Midwest, 84  percent of the highest density 
schools (i.e., 60 percent to 100 percent Black) were found in 
cities, compared with 49 percent of the highest density schools 
being in cities in the South.11

11 5DWKHU WKDQ FRPSDULQJ DOO UHJLRQV ZLWK RQH DQRWKHU� WKH DQDO\VLV FRPELQHG WKH 1RUWKHDVW DQG 0LGZHVW EHFDXVH WKH GLVWULEXWLRQ RI VFKRROV LQ
WKH KLJKHVW GHQVLW\ FDWHJRU\ ��� SHUFHQW WR ��� SHUFHQW� ZDV VLPLODU LQ WKHVH WZR UHJLRQV� ,Q WKH 0LGZHVW� �� SHUFHQW ZHUH LQ FLWLHV� �� SHUFHQW
ZHUH LQ VXEXUEV� OHVV WKDQ � SHUFHQW ZHUH LQ WRZQV� DQG � SHUFHQW ZHUH LQ UXUDO DUHDV� LQ WKH 1RUWKHDVW� �� SHUFHQW ZHUH LQ FLWLHV� �� SHUFHQW
ZHUH LQ VXEXUEV� � SHUFHQW ZHUH LQ WRZQV� DQG OHVV WKDQ � SHUFHQW ZHUH LQ UXUDO DUHDV�

 Also, in the South, 24 percent 
of schools in the highest density category were found in rural 
areas, but about 1 percent of the schools in this category were 
found in rural areas in the Northeast and Midwest. 

As shown in Figure 4, a small percentage of the highest density 
schools were located in the West region. In the West, less 
than 1 percent of schools were in the 40–60 percent density 
category and less than 1 percent were in the 60–100 percent 
category (see appendix table A1 for distribution by density 
category and appendix table A2 for distribution by locale 
type for each region). 

Figure 6. Distribution of schools by locale type within Black student density category 
in the Northeast and Midwest (combined) compared with the South: 2011 

� 5RXQGV WR ]HUR�
127(� 7KH PHDVXUHV GLVSOD\HG LQ WKLV ¿JXUH DUH SHUFHQWDJHV RI VFKRROV ZLWKLQ HDFK %ODFN VWXGHQW GHQVLW\ FDWHJRU\� 'HWDLO PD\ QRW VXP WR
WRWDOV EHFDXVH RI URXQGLQJ� &&' ����±�� RXWSXW UHÀHFWV WKH QXPEHU RI VFKRROV WKDW RIIHU HLJKWK JUDGH DQG ZKRVH 7\SH  5HJXODU VFKRRO�
6285&(��8�6��'HSDUWPHQW�RI�(GXFDWLRQ��1DWLRQDO�&HQWHU�IRU�(GXFDWLRQ�6WDWLVWLFV��&RPPRQ�&RUH�RI�'DWD������±���
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The Relationship Between Black Student 
Density and Achievement 

Achievement was lower for both Black and White students in schools with the highest 
Black student density than in schools with the lowest density. However, the Black–
:KLWH�VWXGHQW�DFKLHYHPHQW�JDS�GLG�QRW�GLIIHU�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�EHWZHHQ�WKH�KLJKHVW�DQG
lowest density schools. 

Initial exploration of the relationship between the 
percentage of students in a school who are Black and student 
achievement for Black and White students identified two 
aspects of the relationship between Black student density 
and student achievement, as follows: 

• Black and White students in the highest density schools 
had lower achievement than their peers in the lowest 
density schools. 

• However, the Black–White student achievement gaps 
among schools in the higher density categories did not 
differ significantly from the achievement gap among 
the lowest density schools. 

Figure  7 displays this relationship by using student 
achievement scores from the NAEP 2011 Mathematics 
Grade  8 Assessment. White students in schools in the 
0  percent to 20  percent Black student density category 

had an average NAEP mathematics score of 293, whereas 
Black students had an average score of 268. This difference 
represents an achievement gap of, on average, 25  points. 
Achievement for both Black and White students in the 
highest density schools was about 10 points lower than in 
the lowest density schools. However, the achievement gap 
between the two groups was not significantly different; the 
achievement gap for schools in the 60 percent to 100 percent 
density category was 26 points and not significantly different 
from the gap of 25 points in the 0 percent to 20 percent 
density category.12

12 1RWH WKDW� HYHQ WKRXJK WKH DFKLHYHPHQW JDS DFURVV DOO VWXGHQWV LQ DOO GHQVLW\ FDWHJRULHV ZDV �� SRLQWV� ZKHQ WKH DFKLHYHPHQW JDS ZDV
FDOFXODWHG E\ %ODFN VWXGHQW GHQVLW\ FDWHJRU\� LW LV SRVVLEOH IRU DOO FDWHJRULHV WR KDYH DFKLHYHPHQW JDSV ORZHU WKDQ �� SRLQWV EHFDXVH WKH
FDWHJRULHV KDYH XQHTXDO SURSRUWLRQV RI %ODFN DQG :KLWH VWXGHQWV� 7KLV LV VRPHWLPHV NQRZQ DV ³6LPSVRQ¶V SDUDGR[´ �:DJQHU�������

 As demonstrated later in the report, 
these relationships changed when the analysis accounted 
for other factors associated with both achievement and 
density, such as student SES and other student, teacher, and 
school characteristics. The rationale for accounting for such 
other factors was to attempt to focus on the association of 
the percentage of students in a school who are Black with 
achievement independent of those other factors. 
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Figure 7. Black–White student achievement and achievement gap, by Black student 
density category, Grade 8 mathematics: 2011 

6285&(� 8�6� 'HSDUWPHQW RI (GXFDWLRQ� ,QVWLWXWH RI (GXFDWLRQ 6FLHQFHV� 1DWLRQDO &HQWHU IRU (GXFDWLRQ 6WDWLVWLFV� 1DWLRQDO $VVHVVPHQW RI
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Schools with higher Black student density also have higher percentages of students
with low socioeconomic status. 

Previous research has identified relationships among the 
percentage of students in a school who are Black, achievement, 
and achievement gaps. To further understand the complexity 
of these associations, the analysis here first examined the 
relationship between SES and achievement gaps. For example, 
schools with high Black student density would seem likely to 
enroll students of low SES. The following analyses explore 
density patterns by SES and assess whether the percentage 
of students in a school who are Black continues to have a 
significant relationship with the achievement gap after 
accounting for SES. This study uses two measures of SES: 
eligibility for the National School Lunch Program (NSLP), 
a commonly used measure of family income, and parent 
education level (United States Department of Agriculture  
Food and Nutrition Service 2012).13,14 

13 ³&KLOGUHQ IURP IDPLOLHV ZLWK LQFRPHV DW RU EHORZ ��� SHUFHQW RI WKH SRYHUW\ OHYHO DUH HOLJLEOH IRU IUHH PHDOV� 7KRVH ZLWK LQFRPHV EHWZHHQ
��� SHUFHQW DQG ��� SHUFHQW RI WKH SRYHUW\ OHYHO DUH HOLJLEOH IRU UHGXFHG�SULFH PHDOV� IRU ZKLFK VWXGHQWV FDQ EH FKDUJHG QR PRUH WKDQ �� FHQWV´
�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�'HSDUWPHQW�RI�$JULFXOWXUH�)RRG�DQG�1XWULWLRQ�6HUYLFH�������
14 ,Q WKH 1$(3 VWXGHQW EDFNJURXQG TXHVWLRQQDLUH� VWXGHQWV UHSRUWHG VHSDUDWHO\ RQ WKH KLJKHVW OHYHO RI HGXFDWLRQ WKHLU PRWKHU DQG IDWKHU KDG
REWDLQHG� GLG QRW ¿QLVK KLJK VFKRRO� JUDGXDWHG IURP KLJK VFKRRO� VRPH HGXFDWLRQ DIWHU KLJK VFKRRO� JUDGXDWHG IURP FROOHJH� DQG GRQ¶W NQRZ�
7KH FRPELQHG KLJKHVW OHYHO RI HGXFDWLRQ ZDV GHWHUPLQHG E\ WDNLQJ WKH PD[LPXP RI WKH WZR VHSDUDWH SDUHQW HGXFDWLRQ OHYHOV�

Figure 8 displays the relationship between measures of SES 
and Black student density. On the left, the relationship 
between NSLP eligibility and the percentage of students in 
a school who were Black is presented, and the relationship 
between student-reported parent education and the 
percentage of students in a school who were Black is shown 
on the right. For both Black and White students, NSLP 
eligibility was higher in the highest density schools than in the 
lowest density schools. However, there were differences in the 
rates of eligibility of Black and White students: Within each 
density category, a higher percentage of Black students than 
White students were NSLP eligible. For example, 83 percent 

of Black students in the highest density schools were NSLP 
eligible compared with 53 percent of White students.15 

�� ,Q WKH VDPSOH RI %ODFN DQG :KLWH VWXGHQWV FRPELQHG� WKH SHUFHQWDJH RI 16/3�HOLJLEOH VWXGHQWV ZDV ���� SHUFHQW LQ VFKRROV �±�� SHUFHQW %ODFN�
���� SHUFHQW LQ VFKRROV ��±�� SHUFHQW %ODFN� ���� SHUFHQW LQ VFKRROV ��±�� SHUFHQW %ODFN� DQG ���� SHUFHQW LQ VFKRROV ��±��� SHUFHQW %ODFN�

Similar patterns are noticeable when examining parent 
education level and the percentage of students in a school 
who were Black. The percentage of students with a parent 
who had more than a high school diploma was lower in 
schools in each of the higher Black student density categories 
than in the lowest density schools (0 percent to 20 percent 
Black).16

�� ,Q WKH VDPSOH RI %ODFN DQG :KLWH VWXGHQWV FRPELQHG� WKH SHUFHQWDJH RI VWXGHQWV ZKR KDG D SDUHQW ZLWK PRUH WKDQ D KLJK VFKRRO GLSORPD ZDV
���� SHUFHQW LQ VFKRROV �±�� SHUFHQW %ODFN� ���� SHUFHQW LQ VFKRROV ��±�� SHUFHQW %ODFN� ���� SHUFHQW LQ VFKRROV ��±�� SHUFHQW %ODFN� DQG
���� SHUFHQW LQ VFKRROV ��±��� SHUFHQW %ODFN�

 However, there were two important differences 
between what was found when using parents’ education, as 
opposed to NSLP eligibility, as a measure of SES. First, the 
differences in parent education between Black and White 
students ranged across density categories from -3 percentage 
points to 5 percentage points, whereas when looking at NSLP 
eligibility, the differences ranged from 30 percentage points 
to 37 percentage points. For example, in the lowest density 
schools, 79 percent of the White students’ parents had more 
than a high school education, compared with 76  percent 
of the Black students’ parents—about a 3  percentage 
point difference, compared with the 32  percentage point 
difference in NSLP eligibility for that density category. 
In the highest density schools, 71 percent of Black students 
had parents with more than a high school diploma, whereas 
66 percent of White students had the same. Second, as one 
moves from the lowest to the highest density schools, there 
was about a 6 percentage point decrease in the percentage 
of parents of Black students with a high school diploma or 

14 
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higher, compared with a 14 percentage point decrease for the 
parents of White students. The 5 percentage point Black– 
White difference in parent education in the schools with 
the highest Black student density was significantly different 
from the -3 percentage point Black–White difference in the 
lowest density schools. 

In summary, these results show that the percentage of 
students in a school who were Black is related to the 
two SES indicators used in this study, although the 
relationships for Black students were different from those 
for White students, depending on the SES indicator being 
considered. 

Figure 8. Percentage of Black and White students who were National School Lunch 
Program (NSLP) eligible and percentage who had a parent with more than
a high school education, by Black student density category: 2011 

127(� 7KH PHDVXUHV GLVSOD\HG LQ WKLV ¿JXUH DUH SHUFHQWDJHV RI VWXGHQWV ZLWKLQ HDFK %ODFN VWXGHQW GHQVLW\ FDWHJRU\�
6285&(��8�6��'HSDUWPHQW�RI�(GXFDWLRQ��,QVWLWXWH�RI�(GXFDWLRQ�6FLHQFHV��1DWLRQDO�&HQWHU�IRU�(GXFDWLRQ�6WDWLVWLFV��1DWLRQDO�$VVHVVPHQW�RI�
(GXFDWLRQDO�3URJUHVV��1$(3��������0DWKHPDWLFV�*UDGH���$VVHVVPHQW�
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Accounting for SES, the previously observed relationship between Black student
density and achievement disappeared for Whites but not for Blacks. 

An achievement gap may be due to a number of different 
factors, including differences in SES. As shown in figure 
8, Black students were more likely to be NSLP eligible 
within each of the Black student density categories. In this 
report, regression analyses were used to explore whether the 
relationships between density and achievement and between 
density and the Black–White student achievement gap 
persisted once the differences in SES, and its influence on 
achievement, were taken into account.17 

�� ,Q ¿JXUH �� WKH UHODWLRQVKLS EHWZHHQ SDUHQW HGXFDWLRQ DQG GHQVLW\ LV H[SORUHG E\ XVLQJ D FRPSRVLWH PHDVXUH RI SDUHQW HGXFDWLRQ� ZKHWKHU
WKH KLJKHVW OHYHO RI SDUHQWV¶ HGXFDWLRQ ZDV PRUH WKDQ D KLJK VFKRRO GLSORPD� 7KH DQDO\VLV KHUH XVHV PRUH GHWDLOHG LQIRUPDWLRQ DERXW SDUHQW
HGXFDWLRQ� LQFOXGLQJ LQIRUPDWLRQ IRU PRWKHUV DQG IDWKHUV� DV ZHOO DV ¿QHU OHYHOV RI HGXFDWLRQ� OHVV WKDQ D KLJK VFKRRO GLSORPD� D KLJK VFKRRO
GLSORPD� D FROOHJH GHJUHH� RU PRUH�

In figure 9, the results from figure 7 (repeated on the left 
panel of figure 9) are compared with the same results when 
accounting for SES (on the right panel of figure 9). This 
analysis indicated that once differences in student SES were 
accounted for: 

• The achievement gap in each Black student density 
category was smaller by 5  percentage points to 
7 percentage points, and the difference was statistically 
significant for every category except 60  percent to 
100 percent Black. 

• The only instance where achievement was significantly 
lower than achievement in the lowest density category 
was for Black students in the highest density category 
(60 percent to 100 percent Black). 

• The size of the achievement gap was not significantly 
smaller in any density categories when compared to the 
gap in the lowest density category. 

Without accounting for differences in SES, the achievement 
gap in the lowest density schools (schools with 0  percent 
to 20  percent Black students) was -25 points. When 
accounting for differences in SES, the achievement gap 
was -18 points. The achievement gap in the highest density 
category (60  percent to 100  percent Black students), 
however, was not significantly smaller when accounting for 
SES differences. 

Without accounting for SES differences, achievement was 
lower in each density category compared to the lowest 
density category for both Black and White students. 
In comparison, when accounting for differences in SES, 
the achievement for White students was not significantly 
different in other density categories compared to White 
students’ achievement in the lowest density schools. For 
Black students, achievement was similarly not significantly 
different in other density categories when compared to the 
lowest density schools, except in the highest density schools 
where average achievement was 7 points lower. 
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Figure 9. Black–White student achievement and achievement gap, by Black 
student density category, without and with accounting for SES, Grade 8 
mathematics: 2011 
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When accounting for SES, student, teacher, and school characteristics, the achievement
gap was greater among schools with the highest Black student density than the schools 
with the lowest. 

To explore the relationship between the percentage of 
students in a school who were Black and achievement gaps 
further, regression analyses were conducted accounting for 
a broad set of factors. These analyses tested whether the 
relationship among Black student density, achievement, 
and the Black–White student achievement gap changed 
while accounting for the influence of other variables, 
including student characteristics, teacher characteristics, 
and school characteristics, in addition to the SES variables 
included in the previous analysis. The additional variables 
that the model accounted for included a measure for 
students with disability status, measures of teacher 
qualifications, teacher instructional practices, school 
resources, and school climate.18 

�� 6HH WKH DSSHQGL[ IRU WHFKQLFDO QRWHV DERXW WKH PRGHO XVHG� &RPSOHWH GHWDLOV DERXW PHDVXUHV DQG PHWKRGV XVHG FDQ EH IRXQG LQ WKH
PHWKRGRORJ\ SDSHU �%RKUQVWHGW�HW�DO��������

Figure 10 displays the relationship between achievement 
and the percentage of students in a school who were Black, 
again comparing the results without accounting for other 
measures (left panel), with results accounting for the 
effects of the collection of student, school, and teacher 
measures (right panel). Comparing the results shows that 
accounting for differences in student SES, along with 
other student, teacher, and school characteristics, yields 
the following results: 

• The achievement gaps were reduced in every category of 
Black student density except 60 percent to 100 percent 
Black. 

• Achievement for White students in the highest density 
schools (60  percent to 100  percent Black) was not 
significantly different from White students in the lowest 
density schools. However, Black students continued to 
have lower achievement in the highest density schools, 
compared with that in the lowest density schools. 

• The achievement gaps in the two highest density 
categories (40 percent to 60 percent and 60 percent to 
100 percent Black) were larger than that in the lowest 
density category (0 percent to 20 percent Black). 

Note that the estimated relationship between Black student 
density and performance was different when the analysis 
accounted for all the variables versus when it accounted for 
none (see the right panel of figure 10). For White students, 
there was an increase in NAEP mathematics performance 
in the 40  percent to 60  percent Black student density 
category when compared with scores for those in the lowest 
density schools, but achievement in the highest density 
schools (60 percent to 100 percent Black) was not different, 
compared with that in the lowest density schools. For Black 
students, the average score in the highest density schools was 
lower than the average score in the lowest density schools. 
In addition, the gaps were reduced when accounting for 
differences in student SES, along with other student, teacher, 
and school characteristics. In the lowest density schools, the 
achievement gap decreased from 25 points without controls 
to 15 points when the analysis accounted for differences in 
student SES, along with other student, teacher, and school 
characteristics; however, in the highest density schools, the 
achievement gap was not reduced significantly. Finally, 
when the analysis accounted for differences in student SES, 
along with other student, teacher, and school characteristics, 
the achievement gaps among schools in the 40 percent to 
60  percent Black and 60  percent to 100  percent Black 
density categories were higher than the gap among the lowest 
density schools. This finding is related to the fact that White 
students’ scores were higher in the 40 percent to 60 percent 
Black category and Black students’ scores were lower in the 
highest density category (60 percent to 100 percent Black). 



19 School Composition and the Black–White Achievement Gap

� � � � � � � � � � � � � � � � �
 6LJQL¿FDQWO\ GLIIHUHQW �p � ���� IURP WKH � SHUFHQW WR �� SHUFHQW %ODFN VWXGHQW GHQVLW\ FDWHJRU\�
� � � � � � � � � � � � � � �
� � � � � � � � � � � �

Taken together, these results provide evidence that once 
the analysis accounted for the differences in student SES, 
along with other student, teacher, and school characteristics, 
(a)  the negative relationship between the percentage of 
students in a school who were Black and achievement was 
eliminated for White students but not for Black students; 

(b) the size of the achievement gaps was reduced, especially 
in the lowest density and schools 20 percent to 40 percent 
Black; and (c) the achievement gap increased with density 
because of the differential change in the relationship 
between density and achievement for Black and White 
students. 

Figure 10.  Black–White student achievement and achievement gap, by Black student 
density category, without and with accounting for student, teacher, and 
school  characteristics, Grade 8 mathematics: 2011 
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When looking at results by gender, patterns observed for the total sample persisted 
for males: There was a wider achievement gap and lower Black student achievement 
in the highest Black student density schools than in the lowest density schools. 

There is considerable interest in the achievement of Black 
males, given that prior research has identified achievement 
gaps between males and females across racial and ethnic 
groups. For example, research conducted by the Council of 
Great City Schools (Lewis et al. 2010) identified persistent, 
wide achievement gaps between Black males who attended 
large city schools (i.e., public schools in a set of U.S. cities 
with populations exceeding 250,000) and a national 
sample of White males in public schools. Exploring Black– 
White achievement gaps is also possible by using NAEP 
data. Having established that the relationship between 
the percentage of students in a school who were Black 
and achievement changes when the analysis accounted 
for differences in student SES, along with other student, 
teacher, and school characteristics, the report further 
explores whether the estimated relationships are the same 
for females and males. 

As seen in figure 11, several differences can be observed in 
the achievement of females (on the left) and males (on the 
right), as well as in the achievement gaps. Comparing these 
graphs, both of which account for differences in student SES, 
as well as other student, teacher, and school characteristics, 
the following is evident: 

• Although White females scored higher than Black 
females, there was not a significant relationship between 
Black student density and achievement or density and 
achievement gaps for females. 

• For males, the Black–White student achievement gap in 
the highest density schools was greater than in the lowest 
density schools; additionally, Black student achievement 
was lower. 

Although there was no statistically significant relationship 
between the percentage of students in a school who were 
Black and achievement for females, Black or White, there 
were some differences across Black student density categories 
for males. First, there was lower achievement for Black 
males in the highest density schools, compared with that 
in the lowest density schools when the analysis accounted 
for differences in student SES, along with other student, 
teacher, and school characteristics. Second, compared with 
average achievement for White males in the lowest density 
schools, average achievement for White males in schools 
that were 40 percent to 60 percent Black was higher, but the 
average achievement for White males in the highest density 
schools was not significantly different. 

For females, the Black–White achievement gap was not 
significantly greater in the highest density schools (15 points) 
than in the lowest density schools (13 points). For males, 
however, the Black–White achievement gap was significantly 
greater in the highest density schools (25 points) than in the 
lowest density schools (17 points). 
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Figure 11. Black–White achievement and achievement gap, by Black student density 
category, for females and males, controlling for student, teacher, and 
school characteristics, Grade 8 mathematics: 2011 
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Exploring Between-School and Within-School  
Achievement Gaps  

Prior research on achievement gaps has explored whether 
the gaps are better understood as differences in achievement 
across schools or as differences within schools (Cook 
and Evans 2000; Fryer and Levitt 2004; Hanushek and 
Rivkin 2006; Stiefel, Schwartz, and Ellen 2007; Reardon 
2008). One of the key assumptions of this phase of the 
analysis is that the achievement gap, with the percentage 
of students in a school who were Black as a key measure, 
can be broken down or “decomposed” into a portion that 
represents differences in achievement between schools 
and differences in achievement within the same schools. 
Whether gaps are larger between schools or within schools 
can inform the actions of those who are concerned 
with improving student achievement and reducing the 
achievement gap. 

Because the indeterminate component of the achievement 
gap could be either between schools or within schools, it 
is not clear whether changes in resources or policies that 
affect achievement within or between schools might close 
the indeterminate component. 

The analyses conducted for this study do not offer suggestions 
for how to reduce gaps between schools. However, when 
between-school gaps exist, they theoretically might be 
addressed by focusing efforts on differences between schools 
(e.g., access to critical resources that might be associated 
with higher student achievement, like technology, updated 
textbooks, or qualified teachers). As an example, Clotfelter,  
Ladd, and Vigdor (2007) established that there was an uneven 
distribution of teachers with credentials across schools, and 
these researchers then showed that teacher credentials were 
tied to higher student achievement. To address gaps between 
schools, leaders in schools, districts, and states might focus 
on providing more resources to underserved schools. 

Similarly, the analyses conducted for this study also do not offer 
suggestions for how to reduce gaps within schools. However, 
when within-school gaps exist, they theoretically might be 
addressed by focusing efforts on differences within schools 
(e.g., access within schools to critical resources, like technology, 
updated textbooks, or qualified teachers) or changing process 
(e.g., differential teacher expectations, tracking) that might be 
associated with higher student achievement. As an example, 
Figlio (2005) found that, unrelated to a student’s actual ability, 
teachers had lower expectations for Black students, which 
resulted in lower test scores.19

�� 6SHFL¿FDOO\� )LJOLR������� IRXQG WKDW VWXGHQWV ZLWK FHUWDLQ W\SHV RI QDPHV KDG ORZHU H[SHFWDWLRQV IURP WKHLU WHDFKHUV� DQG WKRVH W\SHV RI
QDPHV DUH PRUH IUHTXHQWO\ IRXQG DPRQJ %ODFN VWXGHQWV�

 As another example, “de facto” 
tracking (Lucas and Berends 2002) can lead to achievement 
disparities within schools. These within-school gaps may be 
addressed best by focusing on how internal decisions are made 
about the organization and support of learning, as well as how 
resources are allocated within schools. 

Prior researchers have applied different methodologies to 
understand how the achievement gap can be decomposed into 
parts reflecting differences in achievement between schools 
and also within schools. However, researchers using different 
methods have reported different findings. Although some 
researchers have found that the portion of the achievement 
gap that can be explained by within-school differences is more 
than double the portion explained by the between-school 
differences (Cook and Evans 2000; Fryer and Levitt 2004), 
other researchers have found that the between-school gap 
is noticeably larger than the within-school gap (Hanushek  
and Rivkin 2006; Stiefel, Schwartz, and Ellen 2007). 
In an attempt to reconcile these divergent findings, Reardon  
(2008) identified a term in the decomposition formula 
that some researchers had attributed to the within-school 
component, whereas others had applied the same term to the 
between-school component. He identified this potentially 
overlapping component as “ambiguous,” meaning that it 
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could be applied to either the between-school or within-
school gaps and could potentially be addressed by both types  
of improvement policies. This report labels the ambiguous  
portion as “indeterminate” rather than “ambiguous.” This  
research effort adopts a strategy similar to Reardon’s and  
measures three components of the achievement gap: between  
schools, within schools, and indeterminate. 

Of the total Black–White achievement gap of 31 points, 16 points can be attributed to
within-school differences. 

The percentage of students in a school who were Black is a key  
piece of information in applying decomposition techniques  
and operates in two key ways.20
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 First, the estimated  
relationship between Black student density and student  
achievement provides a measure for how achievement is  
distributed across high- and low-density schools. Second,  
exploring the difference in the average density of schools  
attended by Black and White students provides information  
about the relative importance of the between-school and  
within-school components. For example, if there is no  
difference in the average density of schools attended by Black  
and White students, then no part of the achievement gap can  
be attributed to differences between schools. 

Figure 12 displays the average percentage of students in a school  
who were Black for Black and White students nationally and  
for the jurisdictions used in this analysis.21
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8WDK��9HUPRQW��DQG�:\RPLQJ��7KHVH�VWDWHV�DUH�QRW�DQDO\]HG�VHSDUDWHO\�EXW�DUH�LQFOXGHG�LQ�FDOFXODWLRQV�IRU�WKH�QDWLRQ�DV�D�ZKROH�

  Nationally, White  
students attended schools that were, on average, 9 percent Black  
(left side of the bar), whereas Black students attended schools  
that were, on average, 48 percent Black (right side of the bar).  
The difference in average Black student density (center of the  
bar) for White and Black students was 39 percentage points.  
Across states, the difference in average Black student density  
ranged from 2 percentage points (New Mexico, center of the  
bar) to 56 (Illinois, center of the bar). The difference in average  
density was a key measure used to calculate the main results,  
which are displayed in figure 13: the portions of the total  

achievement gaps attributed to between-school differences,  
within-school differences, and indeterminate factors. 

Figure 13 displays the three components of the Black–White  
achievement gap on the NAEP 2011 Mathematics Grade 8  
Assessment, following the method developed by Reardon  
(2008) for each jurisdiction analyzed. Among public schools  
nationally, the Black–White achievement gap was 31 points.  
Of these 31 points, 16 points were attributable to within-
school difference, 5  points to between-school differences,  
and 10 points were indeterminate. 

The pattern of the breakdown of achievement gap components  
across nearly all the states included in this analysis is similar  
to the national pattern. The portion of the gap attributable  
to within-school differences was larger than that for between-
school or indeterminate differences in most jurisdictions  
analyzed. For example, in the District of Columbia, the  
within-school portion was 32 points, which was different (as  
designated by the asterisk) from the between-school portion,  
which was 15 points. Jurisdictions where the within-school  
portion was not significantly larger than the between-school  
portion included eight states: Arkansas, Maryland, Michigan,  
New York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Tennessee, and Wisconsin. 

In a few states, the between-school component was estimated 
to be greater than zero. A positive number is interpreted to 
mean that the differences contributed to a decrease in the 
size of the gap. 

In jurisdictions where the largest component of the  
achievement gap is found within schools, the implication  
is that to close the Black–White achievement gap it might  
be more important to focus efforts on addressing differences  
within schools rather than differences across schools. 
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Figure 12. Differences in school’s Black student density for Black and White students, 
nationally and by jurisdiction: 2011 
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Figure 13. Breakdown of the components of the achievement gap for public schools, 
nationally and by jurisdiction: 2011 
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Appendix: Technical Notes 1

1 $GGLWLRQDO LQIRUPDWLRQ FDQ EH IRXQG LQ WKH PHWKRGRORJ\ SDSHU �%RKUQVWHGW�HW�DO��������

The technical notes in this appendix provide the sources of data 
and basic information on the methodology used for analyses 
in this report. Detailed descriptions of the methodology 
and supporting analyses are presented in a separate report, 
School Composition and the Black–White Achievement Gap: 
Methodology Companion (Bohrnstedt et al. 2015). 

Figures 1 and 2 
Figures 1 and 2 used the NAEP 2011 Mathematics Grade 8 
Assessment combined sample of Black and White students 
in public schools nationally. Student race, NSLP eligibility, 
and parent education were obtained from the NAEP student 
file; percentage of Black students in the school, or Black 
student density, was obtained from the NAEP school file. 

Figures 3, 4, 5, and 6 
Figures 3, 4, 5, and 6 used Common Core of Data’s Public 
Elementary/Secondary School Universe Survey data. Locale 
classification was determined by Common Core of Data’s 
urban-centric locale codes. For region classification, the state 
Federal Information Processing Standards codes provided 
by the Common Core of Data were used to map each state 
and school to a Census Bureau region. 

Figure 6 provides locale breakdowns by Black student density 
category for the South region and the combined Midwest and 
Northeast regions. Breakdowns for each region separately are 
provided in table A2. 

Figures 7, 8, 9, 10, and 11 
The data used to generate results for figures 7, 8, 9, 10, and 
11 was the 2011 NAEP Mathematics Grade 8 Assessment 
combined sample of Black and White students in public 
schools nationally. Observations with missing information 
were eliminated by using listwise deletion. 

NAEP data include information on a variety of student, 
teacher, and school characteristics. In developing the 
regression model, a large number of these items were 
considered; however, rather than include all of them in 
the models, subsets of them were selected because of the 
difficulty in obtaining estimates via direct estimation when 
trying to include all of them, most likely because of high 
collinearity between some of the independent variables. 

To begin, a core group of student characteristics and SES 
variables at the student and school levels were selected to 
be included in all the models. These variables included the 
following: 

• student characteristics 
– whether the student is Black 
– whether the student has a disability 
– whether the student is a male 

• SES measures at the student level 
– NSLP eligibility 
– mother’s and father’s highest level of education 

indicators 
– more than 25 books in the home2 

2 *RLQJ EDFN DV HDUO\ DV WKH ZRUN RI &KDSLQ �&KDSLQ������ DQG 6HZHOO �6HZHOO������� VRFLRORJLVWV KDYH XVHG KRXVHKROG SRVVHVVLRQV DV
SUR[LHV IRU 6(6 DQG WKHVH PHDVXUHV DUH FXUUHQWO\ VWLOO LQ XVH �H�J�� .RQVWDQWRSRXORV�DQG�+HGJHV������� +RZHYHU� EHFDXVH WKH YDOLGLW\ RI D
JLYHQ KRXVHKROG LWHP DV D PHDVXUH RI 6(6 FDQ FKDQJH RYHU WLPH� 1&(6 KDV UHFHQWO\ UHPRYHG DQG DGGHG QHZ LWHPV WR LWV OLVW� 1&(6 LV DOVR
VWXG\LQJ RWKHU ZD\V WR LPSURYH WKH PHDVXUHPHQW RI 6(6 LQ 1$(3 �8�6��'HSDUWPHQW�RI�(GXFDWLRQ�������

– an encyclopedia in the home 
• SES measures at the school level 

– percentage of students in the school who are NSLP 
eligible 

– parents’ combined highest level of education 
– percentage of NAEP Grade 8 sample with more 

than 25 books in the home 
– percentage of NAEP Grade 8 sample with an 

encyclopedia in the home 
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The key variable of interest was Black student density. 
Density was categorized according to the following ranges: 

• 0 percent to 20 percent
• 20 percent to 40 percent
• 40 percent to 60 percent
• 60 percent to 100 percent

Next, a wide range of other covariates that theoretically 
could impact achievement and/or the achievement gap were 
considered for inclusion. The variables under consideration 
were classified into three sets: teacher qualifications (from 
the teacher questionnaire), teacher instructional strategies 
(also from the teacher questionnaire), and school factors 
(from the school questionnaire). 

First, the models were developed using NAEP plausible 
values. These were referred to as “Stage 1 models.” To assess 
their impact on achievement and gaps, multiple Stage 1 
models were estimated by including each set of control 
variables one at a time. Each of the Stage 1 models also 
included core student characteristics and SES variables as 
controls. The variables in the sets were also interacted with 
“Black” to determine whether they had different patterns 

of relationships depending on race (i.e., contributed to 
or diminished the achievement gap). From these results, 
indicators that suggested a differential effect on Black versus 
White students were selected for use in the next stage. 

Stage 2 models were the same as the Stage 1 models, with the 
exception that the variables in each set were limited to those 
having statistically significant (  p < .05) or nearly statistically 
significant differential effects for Black versus White 
students. Results from Stage 2 regressions are presented in 
the methodology paper (Bohrnstedt et al. 2015). 

Stage 3 is the estimation of the final model. This model 
included the core student characteristics and student and 
school SES measures, as well as the following control 
variables derived from the Stage 1 and 2 analyses. 

Student level  —  Mother’s and father’s highest level of  
education (less than a high school diploma, a high school  
diploma, a college degree, or more), student NSLP eligibility  
status, whether the student had an individualized education  
program, whether the student’s home had more than  
25 books, whether the student’s home had an encyclopedia.3 

3 7KHVH YDULDEOHV ZHUH REWDLQHG IURP WKH 1$(3 VWXGHQW ¿OHV�

Table A1. Distribution of schools by Black student density category within region: 2011

Black Student Density Category 

0–20 20–40 40–60 60–100 Total 

127(� 'HWDLO PD\ QRW VXP WR WRWDOV EHFDXVH RI URXQGLQJ� &&' ����±�� RXWSXW UHÀHFWV WKH QXPEHU RI VFKRROV WKDW RIIHU HLJKWK JUDGH DQG
ZKRVH 7\SH  5HJXODU VFKRRO�
6285&(��8�6��'HSDUWPHQW�RI�(GXFDWLRQ��1DWLRQDO�&HQWHU�IRU�(GXFDWLRQ�6WDWLVWLFV��&RPPRQ�&RUH�RI�'DWD������±���
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Table A2. Distribution of schools by locale type within Black student density category 
for each U.S. region: 2011 

Black Student Density Category 

0–20 20–40 40–60 60–100 

Northeast Region 

Total 100 100 100 100 

Midwest Region 

Total 100 100 100 100 

South Region 

Total 100 100 100 100 

West Region 

Total 100 100 100 100 

� 5RXQGV WR ]HUR�
127(��7KH�PHDVXUHV�GLVSOD\HG�LQ�WKLV�¿JXUH�DUH�SHUFHQWDJHV�RI�VFKRROV�ZLWKLQ�HDFK�%ODFN�VWXGHQW�GHQVLW\�FDWHJRU\��'HWDLO�PD\�QRW�VXP�WR�
WRWDOV�EHFDXVH�RI�URXQGLQJ��&&'�����±���RXWSXW�UHÀHFWV�WKH�QXPEHU�RI�VFKRROV�WKDW�RIIHU�HLJKWK�JUDGH�DQG�ZKRVH�7\SH� �5HJXODU�VFKRRO�
6285&(��8�6��'HSDUWPHQW�RI�(GXFDWLRQ��1DWLRQDO�&HQWHU�IRU�(GXFDWLRQ�6WDWLVWLFV��&RPPRQ�&RUH�RI�'DWD������±���
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 Teacher level  

 School level  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

— The following variables were included 
as main effects and were interacted with a Black student 
race indicator: whether the teacher had a higher education 
degree with a minor in mathematics, whether the teacher 
had a higher education degree with a major in mathematics, 
whether the teacher had used different methods to teach 
different students, whether the teacher assigned more than 
one hour of homework each night.4 

4 7KHVH YDULDEOHV ZHUH REWDLQHG IURP WKH 1$(3 WHDFKHU ¿OHV�

— The following variables were included as 
main effects only: proportion of students in the school 
who were male, proportion of students in the school 
who were NSLP eligible, proportion of students in the 
school who had an individualized education program, 
proportion of students in the school who had as the highest 
level of parent education a high school diploma or more, 
proportion of students in the school who had as the highest 
level of parent education a bachelor’s degree or more, 
proportion of students who had more than 25 books in the 

home, proportion of students who had an encyclopedia in 
the home.5 

� 7KHVH YDULDEOHV ZHUH REWDLQHG IURP 1$(3 VWXGHQW ¿OHV DQG DJJUHJDWHG WR WKH VFKRRO OHYHO�

Figures 12 and 13 
The results for figures 12 and 13 were generated using the 
2011 NAEP Mathematics Grade 8 Assessment. In figure 12, 
percentages are reported for Black and White students. For 
figure 13, students from all races and ethnicities were used in 
the analysis. This analysis used a regression model and formulae, 
as developed by Reardon (2008). The regression model used 
NAEP achievement as the dependent variable, and the 
independent variables were race indicators (Black, Hispanic, 
Asian, American Indian) and the percentage of students in the 
school who were Black (i.e., Black student density). 

For more information on the methodology and data, see 
the companion report School Composition and the Black– 
White Achievement Gap: Methodology Companion (Bohrnstedt  
et al. 2015). 
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