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Preface
It is now difficult to imagine, but seven years ago, school integration was a topic 
rarely discussed in New York City.  Mayor Michael Bloomberg’s administration 
was winding to a close, the hard-nosed ideologies of “education reform” still 
prevailed, and integration was seen as impossible, undesirable, and even naïve 
to contemplate in a city as large and complex as New York.  

With our 2013 and 2014 Within Our Reach policy briefings, New York Appleseed 
opposed the conventional wisdom.  To a school system that seemed oddly fixed 
in a deficit mindset inherited from the fiscal crisis of the 1970s and inappropriate 
to a rapidly changing and dynamic city, we argued that meaningful integration 
was possible.  

Based on scores of interviews, research, and successful advocacy, we set out 
to uncover and demystify those formal structures beyond housing patterns that 
perpetuated racial and economic segregation in schools.  Just as importantly, we 
provided practical and achievable strategies to overcome those structures.  We 
intended that the briefings would give parents and policy makers the analytic 
tools they need to understand the incidence of school segregation in their 
communities and workable strategies to address the underlying causes.  

Our hopes were fulfilled, and over the next years, we received positive feedback 
from parents, elected officials, policy makers, and journalists who appreciated 
the way that the briefings illuminated a previously opaque, but critical area of 
City policy making—the means by which seats in public institutions are allocated 
to students.  The two briefings on elementary schools were especially popular, 
and, in recent years, our findings and observations in those briefings have been 
corroborated by quantitative analysis.  

While much of the analysis in the elementary-school briefings still holds true 
today, many things have changed.  In this document, we have combined and 
updated the original writings to reflect advocacy victories, modified policies, 
and other new circumstances.  We have also attempted to use the most current 
citations available where appropriate.  In a very few cases, our own thinking has 
shifted slightly, and we have altered the language accordingly.  Even with these 
revisions, the writing in many ways reflects a 2013 perspective on what might 
be possible in New York City, and we did not go so far as to completely rewrite 
the document.  In the years since, we have been inspired by the many students 
and other advocates advancing the cause of integration and anti-racism—and 
appalled by counter-vailing forces of racism amassing locally and nationally.   

We hope readers will agree with us that the observations and recommendations 
continue to be useful and relevant to discussions of elementary-school 
segregation in 2020 and beyond.  

David Tipson, Executive Director
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Preface to the 
2013-14 briefings
The legislature shall provide for the maintenance and 
support of a system of free common schools, wherein all the 
children of this state may be educated.

New York State Constitution, Article XI, Section 1

This policy briefing is the first in a series addressing the issue of racial and 
economic segregation in the New York City system—the third most segregated 
school district in the country according to the New York Times.  This series 
summarizes research and advocacy findings conducted by New York Appleseed 
and the global law firm Orrick, Herrington & Sutcliffe.  From 2011 to the present, 
while actively engaged in advocacy with community partners, we have separately 
interviewed scores of experts in New York City and around the country—
academics, parents, advocates, principals, teachers, and government officials.  

Our series of briefings advances a simple proposition: meaningful school 
diversity is possible and necessary in large areas of the city comprising multiple 
community school districts and hundreds of thousands of students.  Our belief 
that school diversity is within our reach both logistically and politically derives 
from over 50 interviews conducted with experts across the city and also from 
successful advocacy conducted with parent groups.  

It has not always been the case that school diversity was possible in New 
York City.  In the late 1960s and early 1970s, integration efforts stalled in New 
York City due to large-scale white flight from the city.  At the same time, many 
reasonably asked why integration was even necessary or desirable when merely 
equalizing resources among schools might accomplish the same goals.  

Three things happened in the four decades that followed: First, in all the 
jurisdictions that have attempted it, achieving resource equity among schools 
in the absence of integration has proven difficult, if not impossible.  We have 
learned yet again that separate is not equal.  Second, social-science researchers 
have developed a far more sophisticated understanding of the benefits of diverse 
schools—benefits not easily replicable even under the most equitable conditions.  
Finally and more recently, in a historic demographic shift, middle class and white 
populations are returning to New York City in a process that one scholar has 
dubbed a “reversal of white flight.”  In light of these realities, 
New York Appleseed believes we must return to the 
fundamental American project of the common school, 
where children of different backgrounds and income 
levels may attend school together.
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Seizing today’s opportunity for promoting school diversity in New York City, 
however, requires an understanding of the complex and often surprising ways 
in which segregation currently plays out in the school system.  Yes, housing 
segregation plays a key and—in some sectors of the city—dispositive role in 
perpetuating school segregation.  The New York City metro region is the second 
most segregated in the nation, and appropriate policies to affirmatively further 
fair housing and promote residential inclusion are more important than ever.  
Residential patterns do not explain much of the school segregation that we see 
in more diverse and rapidly gentrifying community school districts, however.  In 
some cases, school segregation may be doing more to increase neighborhood 
segregation than the other way around.  

This series is intended to uncover and demystify those formal structures beyond 
housing patterns that perpetuate racial and economic segregation in schools.  
We also wish to provide practical and achievable strategies to overcome those 
structures.  Our hope is that this series will give parents and policy makers the 
analytic tools they need to understand the incidence of school segregation in 
their communities and workable strategies to address the underlying causes.  

Please visit our website ny.appleseednetwork.org for more information about 
New York Appleseed’s work to promote school diversity and the scholarship 
demonstrating the educational benefits of diversity for all children.

David Tipson, Director

New York Appleseed

http://www.ny.appleseednetwork.org
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I. School-to-School Segregation
INTRODUCTION

In the heart of Park Slope, Brooklyn, is one of the most sought-after 
elementary schools in New York City – PS 321.  The attendance zone or 
catchment area for the school covers a cross section of the neighborhood 
and is predominantly white and upper-income.  In the 2017-2018 school 
year, PS 321 served a student population that was over three-quarters 
white.ii  Less than 10 percent of the student body received free or 
reduced-price lunch.iii 

Also in Park Slope, one-third of a mile away, is Park Slope Elementary, 
PS 282.  PS 282’s elementary-school attendance zone is also populated by 
predominantly white and upper-income families.iv  In the 2017-2018 school 
year, however, only 13 percent of PS 282’s student population was white. 
43.9% of the students received free or reduced price lunchvi. 

These two schools can be said to be segregated.  Their presence in the same 
neighborhood demonstrates rather dramatically that residential segregation 
does not provide a complete explanation for the levels of racial and economic 
segregation we see in New York City elementary schools.  Although contrasts 
between nearby schools are not usually so stark, the circumstances leading to 
these segregated outcomes are unexceptional and repeat themselves all over 
the city.  This briefing will explain what these circumstances are and how they 
work to perpetuate segregation in our city’s elementary schools.

THE MECHANISMS OF SEGREGATION AMONG 
ELEMENTARY SCHOOLS

A 2012 New York Times article identified the New York City school system as 
the third most racially segregated in the nation.vii  A year later, New York City’s 
Independent Budget Office looked at trends under a decade of Mayor Michael 
Bloomberg’s education reforms and found that the city’s extraordinarily high 
levels of racial segregation in elementary schools had either changed little or— 
for African Americans and Asians—become worse.viii  The city’s Independent  
Budget Office also demonstrated that segregation was most pronounced for all 
racial groups in elementary schools.  

How is it that students become disproportionately grouped in particular 
schools by their race or socioeconomic status?  Housing patterns of course 
play a major role; the 2012 New York Times article noted above showed a 
correlation between the 100 most segregated schools (of all types) and the 
“most segregated neighborhoods.”ix  Unnoted in the article, however, was that a 
significant number of these 100 most segregated schools were not in the most 
segregated neighborhoods.  As is typical in New York City, a number of these 
most segregated neighborhoods were small and adjacent to other neighborhoods 
of different racial composition.  (In fact, whether a neighborhood appears 
segregated or diverse in New York City often depends on the size of the area 
selected for study.)x 



Some notes on the 
term segregation  

Racial or economic?  
This briefing considers both racial 
and economic segregation and 
assumes that elementary schools 
that have higher levels of racial 
isolation from whites will almost 
always have higher numbers 
of lower-income children as 
well since these categories are 
closely linked in New York City.  
There are of course exceptions.  
This briefing will use the term 
segregation to refer to the 
significantly disproportionate 
grouping of students by race and 
class (as is the case with PS 282 
and PS 321).  When referring to 
only to one form of segregation, 
we will specify racial or economic.  

Degrees of segregation.  
Schools today are rarely 
completely segregated—that 
is homogenous—but are 
segregated by degree.  The 
levels of segregation found in 
New York City by the Times and 
by the Independent Budget Office 
are considered extremely high by 
national standards.

Inter-school or intra-school?  
Segregation can occur school 
to school or within individual 
schools. The first section of this 
briefing addresses inter-school 
segregation, while the final 
sections about Gifted & Talented 
and Dual Language programs 
address intra-school segregation.
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Neither is school segregation mandated by parent preference and political reality.  
It is difficult to make generalizations about parents in a school system as large 
as New York City’s, and many parents undoubtedly prefer to send their child to a 
school where children of the same race and socioeconomic status predominate.xi   
Research that has emerged over the last several years, however, demonstrates 
that a substantial number of parents would prefer to send their children to 
diverse schools with demographic balance if they only had the option.xii  Without 
absolving individual parents of the responsibility to make moral choices,  
New York Appleseed believes that it is unproductive to lay the blame for 
elementary-school segregation at the feet of individual parents navigating a 
complex system and making difficult decisions about where to send their  
children to school.  Rather it is a systemic problem—a failure of the City’s 
student-assignment policies to resolve the collective action problem of creating 
and maintaining diverse learning environments.  And, we regret to add, 
responsibility lies heavily with those parents who have chosen to obstruct the 
creation of such policies since the first edition of this briefing was published.  

Although housing patterns and parent fears place real constraints, there are 
still abundant opportunities for pursuing school diversity in New York City.  
To understand why this is true and what these opportunities are requires a 
comprehensive understanding of how children are assigned to elementary school.

New York City:  A System of Community School Districts

New York City has 32 “community school districts,” each, on average, comprising 
a portion of the city’s population equivalent to the population of Buffalo.xiii  
Students have a right to attend an elementary school within their community 
school district and receive preference for schools in the district over students 
applying from outside the district.xiv  In most cases, children attend elementary 
school in their community school district, but significant numbers do not.xv   
Either way, the district a child lives in largely determines the range of schools 
available to them.  

The current system of community school districts was established as a final act in 
the city’s controversial experiment with decentralization of school administration 
in the late 1960s.xvi The district lines were idiosyncratic and, many believe, may 
have increased segregation in an attempt to allow individual communities to 
control their own destiny.xvii  To this day, demographics can vary dramatically  
from district to district: in the 2018-2019 school year, 49 percent of children 
attending school in District 3 in Manhattan were economically disadvantaged. viii  
By contrast, 93 percent of children attending school in District 12 in the Bronx 
were classified as economically disadvantaged.xix  Community school districts 
typically comprise multiple neighborhoods, but, in some instances, district lines 
can divide a neighborhood.  In the Park Slope example, PS 321 is in District 15, 
which covers the middle and southern portion of Park Slope.  PS 282 is within 
a small hook reaching from the bottom of District 13 and grabbing the northern 
portion of Park Slope.  

Despite this history, segregation today is usually starkest within community 
school districts than between them.  
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Community School Districts with Attendance Zones

Although there are subtle differences among the community school districts, it 
is possible to speak generally about student-assignment policies for elementary 
schools in New York City.  All but three community school districts are subdivided 
into attendance zones or catchment areas for individual elementary schools.  
Students living within a school’s zone have admission priority over students who 
live outside the zone, but, importantly, do not have a right to attend that school.xxiv  
For the city’s most popular or otherwise overcrowded schools it is not uncommon 
every year for some zoned students to be denied admission and placed on a 
waitlist for their zoned school.  In 2020, for example, 205 students were placed 
on waitlists for kindergarten at 23 zoned schools.xxv 

Although some refer to this system of student assignment as one of neighborhood 
schools, attendance zones are often not the same as neighborhoods, and 
New York City’s extraordinary population density usually allows for a single 
neighborhood to have more than one elementary school.  Moreover, zone 
lines change as the population of eligible children changes in relation to school 
capacity.  In the Park Slope example, the attendance zones for both PS 282 and 
PS 321 make up only a portion of the total Park Slope neighborhood, and both 
schools had their zones dramatically reconfigured in 2012.xxvi 

Depending on the district, zones can play an enormous or limited role in where 
children actually attend school.  Although parents often choose to send their 
children to the “zoned” school, many choose to have their children attend other 
zoned schools for which their children are not zoned, schools that have no  
zones (sometimes called choice or unzoned schools), or charter schools.xxvii   
The numbers vary dramatically by district, but substantial numbers of 
parents in all kinds of zones choose not to send their children to the zoned 
elementary school.xxviii   In the 2017-2018 school year, between 75% and 95% 
of kindergarten children in the PS 321 zone attended PS 321.xxix   In all of 
District 15, just under three-fourths of kindergarten children attended their zoned 
school.xxx  By contrast, only 25–50% of kindergarten children in the PS 282 zone 
attended PS 282; this is reflective of the percentage of kindergarten children that 
attend their zoned schools in District 13 as a whole.xxxi

Given these numbers, it is accurate to describe elementary-school student 
assignment in the 29 community school districts with attendance zones as a 
hybrid system based on both student residence and the exercise of school 
choice.  The interplay between residence and choice is captured in the 
Department of Education’s Regulations of the Chancellor, which lay out eight 
levels of priority for students seeking entry to a zoned school, only two of 
which (the highest priority levels) pertain to zoned students.  (See sidebar on 
righthand side.)  Both zoned and unzoned applicants receive higher levels of 
priority if they already have siblings in the school.  None of the listed priorities, 
however, encourage school diversity.xxxii  Instead, the Chancellor’s Regulation 
allows for individual schools to encourage diversity, stating “additional priorities 
may be added to the admissions priority structure to achieve greater diversity in 
the student body” as long as those additional priorities are approved by the  
Office of Student Enrollment and the Office of the General Counsel.xxxiii

Was NYC ever 
desegregated?
Many assume that New York 
City must have undergone 
a period of court-ordered 
desegregation like Boston or 
other northern cities. With the 
exception of lawsuits around 
a few individual schools, 
however, New York City 
has never been subject to a 
comprehensive desegregation 
order, and, to our knowledge, 
no citywide lawsuit was ever 
filed.xx The city experimented 
with some attempts at 
voluntary desegregation 
through its “open enrollment” 
program offering students 
of color a chance to attend 
predominantly white  
schools.xxi It also 
experimented with moving 
zone lines.xxii Ultimately, 
however, these efforts were 
overwhelmed by white flight 
and New York City’s descent 
into fiscal crisis.xxiii
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Community School Districts with Pure Choice

Until 2012, District 1 in the Lower East Side was the only district in New York 
City that did not have attendance zones.  In that year, the DOE under Mayor 
Bloomberg promoted “unzoning” to 10 additional districts, and two of them, 
District 7 (South Bronx) and 23 (Ocean Hill – Brownsville), accepted.  Although 
each district has different priority schemes, in Districts 1 and 23, all students 
residing within one of these districts receive the same level of priority to any 
particular elementary school regardless of where they reside in the district.xxxv   
The same is true in District 7 except that the district is divided into northern and 
southern “priority areas”, and students residing in a priority area receive priority 
to a school within that priority area over students from the other priority area.xxxvi

HOW CURRENT STUDENT ASSIGNMENT POLICIES LEAD 
TO SEGREGATION IN ELEMENTARY SCHOOLS

Understanding that student assignment in 29 of the 32 Community School 
Districts is a hybrid system of assignment by residence and the exercise of 
school choice by parents is critical to understanding why elementary schools 
in those districts are segregated to the degree that they are.  Both “zone” and 
“choice” student-assignment schemes tend toward segregation on their own.  
Fused together as they are in New York City, these systems become even more 
potent perpetrators of segregation.

Assignment by Zone

Assignment by attendance zone perpetuates segregation in elementary schools 
because it reproduces residential segregation.  In fact, attendance by zone often 
amplifies residential segregation within schools, because there is a reciprocal 
relationship between residential segregation and school segregation.  That is, 
not only does neighborhood composition affect school composition, but school 
composition affects neighborhood composition.  The National Association of 
Realtors estimates that the “quality of the school district” was the sixth most 
important factor influencing the neighborhood choice of home buyers around the 
country, and it is easy to see how the rising popularity of a school can lead to 
cascading residential gentrification within a given zone.xxxvii  Park Slope real-
estate agents prominently market the fact that homes are within the PS 321 
zone, and home values are believed to be higher in that zone than in surrounding 
zones.xxxviii   As an article in the New York Times real estate section noted in 
2013, “[m]oving to a particular neighborhood in order to land a seat at a coveted 
public school has long been the middle-class modus operandi for obtaining a 
high-quality education in New York.”xxxix

Despite all this, because of New York City’s density and because individual 
pockets of segregation within a district can be relatively small, one could imagine 
a system of zone lines that would use residential segregation as a means of 
achieving school diversity.  Indeed, Justice Kennedy in the U.S. Supreme Court 
case, Parents Involved in Community Schools, made clear that it is permissible 
for school systems to redraw zone lines through segregated neighborhoods to 
achieve racial and economic diversity.xl

Even zone lines drawn by the best intentioned officials insulated from the political 
process are unlikely to produce lasting diversity, however.  First, families zoned 

Text of the Chancellor’s 
Regulation on School 
Assignment in 
Zoned Districts
1. Zoned schools are obligated 

to serve all children residing 
in their zone, space 
permitting, regardless of 
when families show up to 
register. Applicants must be 
admitted to zoned schools in 
the following order of priority:

a. Zoned applicants with a 
verified sibling;

b. Zoned applicants 
without a verified sibling.

If the Office of Student Enrollment 
deems appropriate based on 
space, historical trends, and 
district needs, offers may be 
made for the following priority 
groups, in the order outlined 
below. Only the Office of Student 
Enrollment may authorize 
the admission of non-zoned 
applicants out of this priority order; 
for example, for applicants who 
cannot be accommodated at their 
zoned school, or for specialized 
programs such as  
dual-language programs:

c. In-district applicants with 
a verified sibling;

d. Out-of-district applicants 
with a verified sibling;

e. In-district applicants 
currently attending that 
school’s pre-K program;

f. Out-of-district applicants 
currently attending that 
school’s pre-K program;

g. In-district applicants;

h. Out-of-district 
applicants.xxxiv
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for a school they do not want their child to attend may simply move.  This is 
especially true in a city where an unusually high number of inhabitants are 
renters, but even homeowners in New York City have chosen to rent out their 
home while leasing an apartment in a desired zone.xli  Once their children have 
gained admission to the school, the location of residence no longer matters.xlii  
Many have labeled this phenomenon as a form of school choice for people with 
the means to afford it.xliii

Second, even for parents who don’t or can’t move, being zoned for a school 
doesn’t mean they will send their child there.  Parents with the means will often 
choose to send their child to private school.xliv  At least some of the children living 
within the PS 282 zone and not attending the school are attending private school 
instead.  Introducing school choice to the zoning scheme facilitates a different 
form of exit by allowing the additional option of attending a different school while 
staying within the (free) public school system.

Choice

“If you have choice without civil rights policies, it stratifies 
the system,” said Gary Orfield, the co-director of the Civil 
Rights Project at U.C.L.A… .“People who have the most 
power and information get the best choices.” xlv

If assignment by zone tends toward segregation, then a system of pure choice or 
open enrollment might seem to be the antidote.  It is not.  Although pure choice 
may have benefits, integration is not one of them.

Even before the battles over school reform in the 21st century, the concept of 
school choice had a complicated history.  In the 1960s, “freedom of choice” was 
a principal strategy used by Southern school districts to resist integration while 
seeming to accommodate it.xlvi  In practice, these plans did not offer meaningful 
“freedom of choice” to African American students.xlvii  “White parents,” according 
to historian Kevin Kruse, “had a much easier time keeping their children in largely 
white schools.” xlviii

A half century later, even though the intent to segregate may be gone, the 
mechanisms by which school choice leads to segregation are not altogether 
different.  First, choice, as with any market-based device, allocates resources 
efficiently only when participants have access to information.  Low-income 
families or families with English Language Learners often do not have the time, 
resources, or access to inside information to make meaningful distinctions 
among elementary schools or to negotiate the admissions process to gain 
entry to the school of their choice.xlix  Increasingly, there are reports of parents 
paying “specialists” to navigate the school-selection process.l  Despite some 
limited experiments, the Department of Education has not been able to make the 
investment required to counteract this problem by ensuring that lower-income 
parents have access to the information they need to make informed choices.  As 
a result, choice confers an enormous advantage on middle- and upper-income 
parents seeking the best educational opportunities the city has to offer.  These 
advantages are then compounded over time by preferences for siblings of 
children already in the school.li  

Finally, even with the best intentioned and inclusive school administrations, 
the advantages enjoyed by higher-income parents in the 
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choice process—and, according to some experts we interviewed, the different 
educational preferences of parents from different backgrounds—often result in a 
perception of the school as having a culture tailored toward white or more affluent 
parents.lii Once this happens, it is often difficult for a school to convince those 
who do not seem to fit the school’s mold that the school is “for them” or even a 
desirable place to receive an education.liii The cycle perpetuates itself.

For all these reasons, many of the choice elementary schools and charter 
schools—even some that espouse diversity—do not reflect the demographics 
of their community school districts.  Community School District 1, which was 
forced by the Department of Education to go to a pure-choice model in 2006 after 
operating a successful integration program for years, witnessed striking patterns 
of re-segregation in the years that followed.liv  There is no reason—other than a 
relative lack of diversity in the two districts—to expect differently for Districts 7 
and 23, which began pure-choice admissions in 2013.lv

Zoning + Choice:  A Perfect Storm

If zoning and choice tend individually towards segregation, their combination 
in the hybrid system of student assignment employed in 29 community school 
districts is a perfect storm of segregation and unequal access.  Put starkly, 
New York City’s hybrid system allows parents with means to flee schools they 
don’t like even as it excludes others from the schools that affluent parents do like.  

Despite the flaws we have described, zoning by itself as a method of student 
assignment might be said to have the virtue of encouraging school integration  
(if only briefly) in zones that have diverse demographics (in today’s New York 
City, almost always neighborhoods that are gentrifying).  In other words, if 
children were forced to attend their zoned school, struggling schools might see 
an influx of middle-class parents bringing resources.  

Because of the hybrid system, however, higher-income parents (who have not 
already chosen relocation or private school) will send their children to a racially 
isolated, poverty-concentrated zoned school only when conditions are exactly 
right—conditions such as a welcoming and motivated principal, “progressive” 
school climate, and a sense of the school being on the upswing.lvi  It is the 
presence of these factors that will encourage middle-class parents to choose a 
school, not zone lines.  Parents in the “wrong” zone use legal and, if scores of 
anecdotes are to be believed, illegal methods of getting their child into the “right” 
school.lvii  These parents have the greatest ability to exercise an exit option 
because they have the greatest residential mobility and the most time, resources, 
and access to inside information to identify desirable schools and navigate the 
choice admissions process.  Sixty-four percent of school age children in the PS 
282 zone travel to other schools in Districts 13, 15, or elsewhere.lviii

On the other hand, choice by itself might appear to have the virtue of allowing at 
least the most motivated and resourceful low-income parents a shot at the best 
elementary schools in the district.  Under the hybrid system, however, popular 
zoned schools are almost always enrolled beyond capacity and offer no legal 
access for those unable to afford the staggering real estate prices found within 
the zone.  Even for the schools with some small number of seats available for 
out-of-zone students, middle class parents enjoy an advantage in obtaining those 
seats for all the reasons described above.  PS 321 is nearly impossible to get into 
for out-of-zone students whose parents cannot afford to move into the zone.lix
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Conclusion

Although neighborhood segregation clearly plays a role in segregating New York 
City elementary schools, it does not explain the extent of school segregation we 
see in the city’s more diverse community school districts.   In these areas, it is 
not residential segregation but the city’s curious blend of student assignment by 
geography and by individual choice that explains the otherwise avoidable sorting 
of children by race and class.   With higher-income (predominantly white) parents 
free to leave zoned schools they don’t like and enabled to exclude others from 
the zoned schools they do like, racial and economic segregation in New York 
City’s elementary schools is all but inevitable.lx

As a result, low-income children and children of color are not receiving the 
benefits of school integration.  They are more likely to attend schools with fewer 
educational resources or with resources of lower quality.lxi  Low-income children 
and children of color who attended segregated elementary schools are more 
likely to go on to a segregated middle school.   And students from segregated 
middle schools are more likely to attend segregated high schools.lxii

Middle-class and white children also miss out. Diverse schools improve critical 
thinking, facilitate cross-racial understanding, reduce racial prejudice, and 
mitigate housing segregation for all children.lxiv   Perhaps even more importantly, 
middle-class children miss out on the opportunity to learn the skills necessary 
to create and maintain a truly inclusive environment where all are welcome—a 
vexing problem for private sector employers today.  Many children will come to 
believe that there is something organic or natural about attending school with 
children only like themselves—even in the heart of New York City.  In short, 
segregated schools will not prepare our children to live and work in a United 
States that will be majority people of color by 2045.lxv 

Even apart from issues of racial and economic segregation, the student 
assignment system we have described does not provide proportionate or 
equitable levels of access for low-income students and students of  
color to the city’s most coveted schools.  The city’s best schools  
are least available to those who need them the most.
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SOLUTIONS:  DIVERSE SCHOOLS IN DIVERSE DISTRICTS

Solutions to address the problems of segregation in elementary schools we have 
described are practical, achievable, relatively inexpensive, and can be adopted 
without disruption to the city’s system of community school districts.  New York 
Appleseed believes that community needs and the range of available strategies 
will vary from place to place and should be addressed locally.  We are committed 
to the principle that parents and members of local communities need to be the 
ones to assess local conditions, define what meaningful diversity looks like, and 
develop strategies for proposals to the Department of Education.  We do not 
believe that one strategy fits every community school district, and we do not 
believe that there is only one strategy that can work in any particular district.  
With these principles in mind, we provide broad outlines of solutions here.

The New York City Department of Education

In 2013, we noted that then-emerging evidence from scholarly research and 
from New York Appleseed’s own work suggested that parents across New York 
City of all backgrounds wanted diverse schools and craved leadership from the 
Department of Education.  In the years since, we have been inspired by the  
many parents and students who have stepped up to provide abundant 
corroboration that parents want more integrated schools, more recent instances 
of opposition notwithstanding.  Most notably, the adoption of district-wide 
integration plans in Community School Districts 1 and 15 demonstrate what can 
happen with the right combination of community advocacy and leadership from 
the Department of Education.  

In the 2013 Within Our Reach briefing, we offered several recommendations to 
be adopted unilaterally by the Department and have spent much of the last  
seven years advocating for them.  The two initial recommendations have since 
been implemented:

• We recommended a policy statement recognizing the importance of 
diverse learning environments.  New York Appleseed’s advocacy led to the 
Department adopting such a policy statement in 2017.lxvi   No longer do school 
principals or other Department employees have doubt as to whether school 
diversity is a permissible and valued objective.

• We recommended removal of a problematic footnote in the Chancellor’s 
Regulations stating that “Race may be considered as a factor in school 
enrollment only when required by court order.”  In 2016, following advocacy by 
a diverse group of advocates, the Panel on Educational Policy removed the 
footnote from the regulations.lxvii 

Most of the other recommendations we made in 2013 are still relevant today.   
We continue to recommend that the Department commit to work transparently and 
in good faith with community school districts, city council members, community 
boards, community groups, and individual schools to develop appropriate student-
assignment plans in furtherance of diversity goals.  The Department has in many 
ways followed through on this commitment by initiating a diversity-in-admissions 
program that established a process for individual schools to request modifications 
to their admissions programs, by working with communities in CSDs 1 and 15 to 
develop robust integration plans, and by creating a US$2 million grant program for 
community school districts to pursue integration strategies.  
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Writing in 2013, however, we were necessarily focused on the many schools and 
districts where there was widespread support for integration strategies.  Seven 
years later, after much of this low-hanging fruit has been picked, we would amend 
our recommendation to emphasize that the Department and the mayor need also 
to provide strong leadership and vision to advance integration in schools and 
districts where there is less understanding of the necessity of integrated learning 
environments.  We have emphasized the need for a top-down, bottom-up approach 
in which the Department sets clear goals and standards for integration while 
leaving substantial flexibility to the community to meet those goals and standards.  
While we continue to insist that a plan for elementary-school integration developed 
unilaterally by the Department and mayor would be unsuccessful and short-lived, 
the city’s current posture provides insufficient guidance and accountability for 
schools and school districts.  An absence of leadership and parameters from the 
top has enabled intransigence and open rebellion at the community level—often 
led by small and unrepresentative, but nevertheless powerful groups of parents.  
In extreme cases, the Department needs to be crystal clear that, if such parents 
obstruct community-engagement processes designed to give them meaningful 
input, the Department will create its own integration plan.  

We noted in 2013 that this commitment should extend to federal Magnet School 
Assistance Program grants.  If the Department has made progress in this area,  
we are not aware of it.  Federal magnet grants still appear to be used primarily  
as a revenue-generating strategy, and we are not aware of any coordination 
between the Department’s implementation of these grants and its other school-
integration strategies.

We also recommended that the Department adopt a policy of evaluating the impact 
on the diversity of nearby schools for all major actions, including proposals for 
zone-line changes (including unzonings), co-locations, school closings, opening 
new elementary schools, and providing space for charter schools.  Even at the 
time of that writing, however, the Department had already started considering the 
impacts on school diversity in rezoning decisions.  This policy should be formalized 
and should apply to situations beyond rezonings.

We continue to recommend that the Department work with Community School 
Districts to create parent resource and information centers to ensure that all 
parents have access to the information they need to make informed choices 
for their children’s elementary schools and to navigate the application process.  
Parent centers need to be accessible to all communities and to provide translation 
services and informational materials translated into common spoken languages 
in each district.  The Department has taken steps in this direction in District 1, 13, 
and 15, but the success of these initiatives needs to be evaluated, and successful 
practices need to be extended to all community school districts. 

We also recommended more dual-language programs in elementary schools 
across the city.  Such programs must be designed with the needs of nearby 
English Language Learners in the forefront and must be managed carefully to 
prevent unnecessary segregation within a school, but they remain an excellent way 
to attract parents of different backgrounds to a school.  Although Chancellor Fariña 
did expand dual-language programs in elementary schools, we are not aware that 
the effort proceeded with the sensitivity to integration issues that such 
programs require (see Part II of this briefing).  In any event, more 
dual-language programs are still needed in our elementary schools. 
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Community School Districts

Because segregation is a systemic problem, we believe that community-school-
district-wide solutions are most likely to be effective in fostering diverse schools.  
(Although a well-considered admissions plan can promote integration both at a single 
school and at surrounding schools, a plan that fails to consider the effects of an 
admissions policy on other schools can increase segregation across a district as a 
whole (a common problem with charter schools).)lxviii   As compared to the enormous 
expense (both public and private) of so many school-reform strategies currently in 
vogue, creating more equitable methods of admission to elementary schools is likely 
to be both far more effective in raising student achievement—and far less expensive.  

As scholars Allison Roda and Vollman Makris have noted, choice without 
explicit diversity goals stratifies the system. xix  Such diversity goals are essential 
mechanisms that counteract the segregating effects of unbridled choice while 
preserving its benefits. For years, Community School District 1, which has no 
attendance zones, used a system wherein parents exercised school choice, 
but within a framework ensuring that rough demographic balance was achieved 
among all schools in the district.lxx   Most parents received their first or second 
choice of elementary schools, and the program was popular and effective until 
it was shut down by the Department of Education in 2006.  In the years that 
followed, District 1 elementary schools re-segregated.lxxi 

In 2017, the Department announced a district-wide integration plan for District 1 
—a variation on what is often called “controlled choice,” which is a system of 
managed school selection in which parent preferences are accommodated within 
a framework of diversity and equity of access.lxxii  Under the new plan, two-thirds 
of admissions offers at each school are reserved for students who are learning 
English, live in temporary housing, or qualify for free and reduced-price lunch. 
More privileged students who do not fall in any of those categories are given 
preference for the remaining seats in each school. The goal of this plan is for 
each school in District 1 to enroll a similar share of underserved students as 
there is in the district as a whole.lxxiii

Plans like this exist in scores of jurisdictions across the country and are generally 
popular.lxxiv  Many plans choose to include a provision ensuring that students 
are guaranteed admission to at least one school within walking distance.  These 
plans typically require parents to fill out questionnaires providing information on 
their socioeconomic status, and participation rates are high.lxxv
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In addition to addressing student-assignment itself, some relatively small 
gestures can also be important in making diversity a priority in a district:

• Community Education Councils, superintendents, and other community 
members should demand that the Department of Education study and 
present the impact of rezoning decisions on the diversity of all schools in the 
community school district.  Community Education Councils should adopt a 
policy of vetoing any rezoning proposal that increases segregation.  

• Community Education Councils, superintendents, and other community 
members should demand that the Department of Education study and present 
findings as to the impact of any major decision, including collocations and 
charter school placements, on the diversity of all schools in the community 
school district.

• Community Education Councils and superintendents can encourage 
cooperation and coordination among elementary schools within the district so 
that schools are not working at cross purposes (competing for children in the 
same neighborhoods, creating duplicative programs, etc.)

New York Appleseed and its community partners are available to present in 
more detail to Community Education Councils, parent and community groups, 
and other local stakeholders on the legal and practical issues that arise in these 
various strategies.

Individual Schools

Despite our preference for systemic solutions, some communities may need to 
begin by promoting diversity at individual schools.  In a breakthrough development, 
a task force of local stakeholders, including New York Appleseed, convinced the 
Department of Education in 2012 to adopt an unprecedented student assignment 
plan for diversity at PS 133 in Brooklyn, a now unzoned school.  The plan sets 
aside the first 35 percent of seats for low-income students and English Language 
Learners.lxxvi   Remaining seats are then available by lottery with priority given as 
follows: In-district siblings (Districts 13 and 15), out-of-district siblings, in-district 
current Pre-K students, out-of-district current Pre-K students, other in-district 
applicants.lxvii   The plan therefore provides not a quota, but a boost to students 
in the target categories when demand exceeds capacity—students that research 
has identified as collectively disadvantaged in New York City’s elementary-school 
choice process.lxviii  This boost works to counteract the advantages that upper- and 
middle-income parents have in the choice process.  Importantly, the plan only 
works to create diversity when there is a critical mass of applicants from the target 
populations.  In most cases, this will require schools to do targeted recruiting of 
low-income students and English Language Learners.  

Regrettably, it was not until late 2015 that the Department finally began allowing 
other schools to use this model in a newly styled “diversity-in-admissions” 
program.lxxix  Individual schools and their communities (principals, School 
Leadership Teams, PTAs) interested in diversity should consider convening 
a diversity committee to develop recommendations for a school to foster and 
maintain diversity under this program.

New York Appleseed is available to assist school communities in reviewing 
the operation of the PS 133 plan and in forming a plan to create and maintain 
diversity over time.
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Community School Districts without Economic Diversity

Although we believe that over half of all school districts already have or are on 
their way to having sufficient numbers of middle-class or white students to  
pursue traditional racial and economic diversity strategies, a substantial number 
do not.lxxx   In those districts, we believe that pursuing other forms of diversity, 
including ethnic and (non-white) racial diversity, is a goal worth pursuing.  
Although there is less available research on these forms of diversity, benefits 
such as critical thinking, cross-racial understanding, exposure to different  
cultures and norms, and preparation for a diverse workforce are still likely to be 
present.  Moreover, equitable and transparent student assignment is always a 
benefit in itself.

Housing Policy

Although there is much that can and should be done immediately to improve 
access to diverse schools, elementary schools across the city will never be 
fully integrated so long as residential segregation persists.  The city must 
substantially rewrite its abortive Where We Live NYC Draft Report according to 
the recommendations made by New York Appleseed, the Fair Housing Justice 
Center, and the New York City Bar Association, and then develop a robust and 
aggressive implementation plan.lxxxi
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II. Intra-School Segregation
INTRODUCTION

Without intentional efforts by school leadership, a school that appears to 
be moving toward greater integration may in fact be “flipping” to become 
predominantly white and more affluent.  Even schools in New York City that 
appear to be stably integrated from the outside can be deeply segregated within 
the walls of the building.  Other schools may not be internally segregated, but 
nevertheless fail to foster the kind of school environment where diversity thrives 
and redounds to the educational benefit of students.  All of these schools fail to 
achieve Real Integration as defined by student leaders at IntegrateNYC.lxxxii 

The racial and socioeconomic composition of a school is not always reflected in 
the classroom, cafeteria, or afterschool program.lxxxiii  David Johnson and Roger 
Johnson observe, “Once diverse children are brought together in the same 
school and classroom whether the diversity among students results in positive 
or negative outcomes depends largely on how student-student interaction 
within learning situations is structured: competitively, individualistically, or 
cooperatively.”  Without an active and intentional school program that recognizes 
the importance and value of diverse learning, a school runs the risk of creating a 
segregated student body even within an ostensibly diverse school.

The first part of this briefing explained the complex mechanisms by which inter-
school segregation occurs.  This section examines how issues of segregation 
and school diversity play out within individual elementary schools in New York 
City and how Gifted & Talented (G&T) and dual-language programs can be what 
one scholar has called “enclaves” within schools.lxxxv 

GIFTED & TALENTED PROGRAMS

New York City Gifted and Talented (G&T) programs are a mechanism for sorting 
students based on measures of their academic abilities and intelligence and were 
originally intended as a strategy to retain more white and middle-class families 
in public schools.lxxxvi  What happens in practice is that these programs divide 
students of different races and socioeconomic levels. 

A national study found that when classes within a school are segregated, it 
can almost always be traced to a form of academic tracking.lxxxvii  Tracking, 
also called ability grouping, is the practice of grouping students according to 
measures of perceived skill or ability levels.lxxxviii  Assignments to tracks “tend to 
be racially biased, making classrooms more segregated than they would have 
been had assignments been made strictly on ‘objective’ criteria.”lxxxix   When 
elementary school students are sorted by ability, these divisions largely reflect 
and reinforce socioeconomic differences that have shaped children’s experiences 
and exposure during their earliest years.xc

G&T programs have long been a divisive topic within the New York City 
education community. They have been the subject of legal and policy challenges 
as well as investigations internally, by outside groups, and by the United States 
Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights.  In 2003, the Association of the 
Bar of the City of New York (ABCNY) published a report detailing documented 
problems of discrimination within the City G&T program going back to 1995. 
These individual programs used a wide array of application procedures. 
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Many relied on IQ tests as the sole point of entry. Others required an application 
or testing fee. In response to Title VI complaints filed against both an individual 
community school district and the city program as a whole, Chancellor Rudolph 
Crew threatened to promulgate citywide regulations, but never followed through. 
In 1998, the advocacy group ACORN found that New York City G&T programs 
segregated white students in enclaves within racially diverse general school 
populations.xci  Reports issued by New York City Department of Education (DOE) 
found “minimal effort on the part of some districts/schools to familiarize parents 
with the existence of G&T programs and admission requirements.”xcii  In one 
district, whites were 47 times more likely to both apply and be admitted to the 
G&T program than African Americans. English Language Learners (then called 
Limited English Proficiency students) and special education students were vastly 
underrepresented.xciii

These issues notwithstanding, former Chancellor Joel Klein expanded G&T 
programs rapidly during his tenure from 2002 to 2011—apparently under the 
belief that providing such enclaves was the way to keep middle-class families  
in the public school system.xciv  Five years after ABCNY released its report, DOE 
adopted a single, citywide admission criterion and process for G&T admissions 
which ended the policy of allowing districts to determine what constituted 
“giftedness.”  Admission to both district-based programs and citywide programs 
is now based solely on standardized tests.xcv  Children who score above the 
national 90th percentile are eligible for the programs within their school  
district. Children who score above the national 97th percentile are eligible for 
both the district and citywide programs, but are not guaranteed a seat in the 
latter.xcvi   Every year far more students qualify than there are available seats  
for the citywide programs.

In 2008, the new, citywide system of G&T admissions used two standardized 
tests to identify students who would benefit from placement:  the Otis-Lennon 
School Ability Test (OLSAT) and the Bracken School Readiness Assessment 
(BSRA). These tests were administered by NYC certified/licensed teachers 
trained by Pearson Assessments.xcvii 

DOE took great pains to explain that the tests were fair and accurate as 
predictors of student intelligence and ability, and race-neutral:

Each test question on the OLSAT has been rigorously 
reviewed by educators, measurement specialists, and 
psychologists to ensure that it is of high quality and 
without bias toward any subgroup, including gender and 
ethnic/racial categories. The questions have also been 
reviewed for clarity, appropriateness of content, accuracy 
of correct answers, plausibility of answer options, and 
appropriateness of vocabulary. All items on the BSRA have 
been statistically analyzed and evaluated for difficulty, 
reliability, fit, bias, and effectiveness across each age 
group and for each subtest. Both tests have proven to 
be reliable and valid assessments according to official 
studies. Reliability refers to the accuracy and precision of 
the test scores. Validity refers to the extent to which the test 
measures what it is intended to measure.xcviii 
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The city G&T program, however, became evenless diverse after centralization 
of the application process, and many of the problems described in the ABCNY 
report remained. In 2011, even as Black and Latinx students made up 70 percent 
of all children in the school system, 73 percent of kindergarteners in G&T 
were white or Asian, up from 68 percent in 2009–2010. Black representation 
dropped from 15 percent to 11 percent, while Latinx representation remained 
at 12 percent. Many attributed that trend, and the general low percentage 
of minority enrollment, to more affluent parents providing their children with 
professional test preparation and other similar advantages, like persistent 
advocacy and retesting to secure their child a seat.xcix  A data request 
placed by the Wall Street Journal found similar demographics in the 
2012-2013 school year.c

In 2012, the DOE modified the application process again with a new test, 
the Naglieri Nonverbal Ability Test (NNAT). Much as they did with OLSAT 
and BSRA in 2008, DOE officials claimed that NNAT was a better measure 
of intelligence, will not prejudice applicants who do not speak English, and is 
less susceptible to test preparation. Contrary to existing research,ci  they also 
expressed hope that emphasis on the new test would improve the diversity of 
G&T programs—although declined to state that diversity was a goal.cii

In any event, substituting one standardized test for another, however, was unlikely 
to improve equity of access or diversity in the G&T programs. Test results from 
2013 revealed an alarming trend of increasing numbers of qualifying scores in 
the city’s most affluent community school districts and decreasing numbers in the 
poorest districts.ciii  In fact, under the new test, the number of community school 
districts where less than 25 students qualified—the minimum number required 
even to have a program in the district—increased from six to nine—nearly a third 
of the total number of districts.civ  By contrast, over 50 percent of children taking 
the test in Manhattan Districts 2 and 3 received qualifying scores.cv

Little had changed by 2020:  Nearly 42% (1905) of testers in District 2 and 
District 3 qualified for a district or citywide G&T program. Districts 7, 9, and 12 
in the Bronx and Districts 23 and 32 in Brooklyn each had no more than 20 
qualifying students.cvi

The issue of inequitable access to the city’s G&T program would be alarming 
enough by itself, but is made even more serious in light of the fact that G&T 
students are typically separated from general education students. Some schools 
are split evenly between separate G&T and general education classes, giving 
the impression of two different schools.cvii  The separation can be so extreme 
that G&T children enter the school through a different door, and have their class 
schedules staggered from those of the rest of the student body so that the two 
populations do not meet and interact.cviii  These practices tend to have the effect 
of isolating white and more affluent children from African American and Latinx 
children. They create the impression that children of color must be kept separate 
from children in the G&T program and reinforce harmful stereotypes about race 
and intelligence.  
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Roda wrote about the G&T/Gen Ed separation in her Teachers College Record 
article: “White parents…explained that the separation contributes to the feeling 
that the G&T students are ‘getting something better’ or special. This happens 
even though technically the G&T and Gen Ed students are receiving the same 
standardized NYCDOE curriculum, and they are supposed to have access to the 
same resources.”cix

Today, G&T programs remain a fixture of the educational landscape in New York—
and a major barrier to racially and economically integrated classrooms—perhaps 
because school officials and principals believe them to be too closely guarded by 
the most affluent and powerful parents. Research, however, undercuts the prevailing 
view that the existence of G&T programs accurately reflects the preferences of 
middle-class parents. In her 2012 study, researcher Jennifer Stillman found profound 
ambivalence and in some cases opposition to the inequity and segregation endemic 
in the city’s G&T programs among what she calls “gentry” parents.cx  Some research 
has even found that a substantial number of white and more affluent parents choose 
private schools precisely to avoid the racial segregation they perceive within public 
elementary schools.cxi  Although Park Slope, Brooklyn, is generally regarded as 
an upper middle-class stronghold, its extremely popular schools have no G&T 
programs.  PS 9 in Prospect Heights, Brooklyn, recently followed suit.cxii  Roda 
observes the irony that G&T programs and the racial segregation that accompanies 
them may actually be driving some middle-class parents from the public school 
system, noting “how uncomfortable parents are with the ongoing segregation 
between programs and the feelings of superiority and inferiority that the G&T and 
Gen Ed labels produce for parents and students.”cxiii 

Whatever the ethics of providing segregated G&T programs in elementary 
schools to retain middle-class families in the city, such a strategy is outdated and 
counterproductive. The strategy is outdated because the forces driving the so-called 
“reversal of white flight” in New York City are social, historical, global, and beyond 
the ability of targeted education policies to influence in either direction. While the 
memories of abandonment, disinvestment, and decline are still fresh in the minds 
of many New Yorkers, the reality today is that many areas of the city are rapidly 
gentrifying with harmful and destabilizing effects on low-income communities.cxiv  
In fact, the supply of apartments for rent or purchase in large portions of the city 
is currently at a historic low, and families whose commitment to living in the city is 
predicated on the hope of their children attending G&T programs would be happily 
replaced by new middle-class residents who do not place such demands on public 
schools. Although many white and upper-income families do in fact choose private 
schools, these schools are largely at capacity.cxv  Even assuming the private school 
sector in the region would grow in proportion to demand, many middle-class families 
cannot afford private education for their children.cxvi (These arguments are as true 
today as when we first advanced them, and Community School District 15’s middle-
school integration plan has offered corroboration.  Available data suggests that 
removing academic screens from all middle schools has not resulted in “flight” of 
middle-class students.)cxvii

And it is counterproductive because the research suggests that the appearance 
of “apartheid” presented by segregated G&T programs may be repelling as many 
middle-class parents as the programs are attracting.cxviii  Many private schools in 
New York City have made remarkable strides in improving their own racial and 
economic diversity—often in the face of opposition from privileged persons.cxix  
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G&T programs are a form of special education. In its 2012 Special Education 
reform initiative, DOE concluded that “all schools should have the curricular, 
instructional, and scheduling flexibility needed to meet the diverse needs of 
students with disabilities with accountability outcomes.”cxx  The Department 
repeats a mantra equally applicable to G&T programs:  “Special Education is 
a service, not a place.”cxxi  As public school systems around the country are 
increasingly using integration by achievement level as a strategy to achieve 
diversity in the classroom, New York City is doing the opposite with its elementary 
school Gifted & Talented programs.cxxii 

Recommendations

First, DOE should eliminate separate classrooms for G&T instruction 
and should instead integrate G&T students and G&T instruction into 
general-education classrooms as they have already done with other 
special-needs students. In the meantime, schools that currently offer 
segregated G&T classrooms should begin phasing them out either through 
outright elimination of the program where possible or by moving independently to 
integrate G&T students and curriculum into classrooms open to all students. 

Second, challenge all children using the Schoolwide Enrichment Model 
(SEM), in which children receive enrichment in clusters based on interest 
in particular subject areas.  Some New York City public schools already 
use SEM.cxxiii  For example, PS/IS 78Q in Long Island City, Queens finds its 
pool of talent from parent and community volunteers and experts who help to 
develop curriculum for the entire student population in grades 1–5—special 
needs, ELL, and G&T.cxxiv  As of 2015, many Washington, D.C., middle schools 
had implemented SEM programs in place of traditional self-contained gifted 
classes. Instead of separating children out by test results, a practice that has 
clearly resulted in classrooms divided along race and socioeconomic status, 
the SEM provides enrichment to all students. Using SEM, schools can ensure 
that classrooms retain diversity without sacrificing academic rigor for its higher- 
achieving students, while also allowing any interested families to enroll their 
children in gifted education.cxxv 

Advocates and candidates for office have proposed multiple fixes to the G&T 
programs in recent years. They fall into the categories of mitigating the impact of 
test preparation, delaying the testing of children until they are old enough to be 
tested meaningfully, increasing outreach to parents, and ensuring that more  
(if not all) students take the admissions tests.cxxvi  

Some of these proposed solutions, if implemented, may serve marginally to 
increase equity and diversity but will not address the problematic idea at the core 
of many G&T programs—namely that elementary school children need to be 
segregated by “ability,” when such “ability” is likely to reflect primarily the privilege 
and experiences conferred by socioeconomic status.  As one G&T parent 
acknowledged to the New York Times: “I don’t think the fact that G.&T. programs 
are clearly and disproportionately white … is the result of anyone’s bad intentions 
…. I think it is really the result of people committed to a system that can never 
work if the objective is diversity.”cxxvii 
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History demonstrates that it is impossible to administer G&T admissions in a 
way that is neither discriminatory towards individuals nor inequitable towards 
disadvantaged student populations. Even if assessing children’s abilities at 
age four were not inherently problematic, there appears to be little pedagogical 
justification for segregating students by ability in elementary school. Several 
recent studies on elementary school gifted programs have found that separating 
gifted students does not help their academic achievement.cxxviii  Research also 
suggests that tracked classes harm lower achievers, while offering a single, 
de-tracked, rigorous curriculum for all students can improve performance of 
lower-achieving students without harming higher achievers.cxxix  Arguments that 
G&T programs are necessary to retain middle-class parents in the public schools 
are no longer relevant, at least in New York City. For all of these reasons, we 
believe that values of equal opportunity, integration, and equitable access to 
education are fundamentally incompatible with segregated G&T programs in 
New York City’s elementary schools.

DUAL-LANGUAGE PROGRAMS

In part I, we recommend expansion of dual-language programs as a strategy for 
overcoming inter-school segregation—a logical first step in fostering integrated 
classrooms.cxxx  Some principals have successfully used dual-language programs 
to attract parents of all backgrounds to an otherwise segregated school.cxxxi   
If not carefully designed and managed, however, dual-language programs  
can contribute to exclusion and intra-school segregation.  

Although good data on dual-language programs has historically been difficult 
to obtain, bilingual programs in the city (either Transitional Bilingual Education 
(TBE) or dual language) totaled approximately 571 as of the 2019 school 
year, and about 262 of those were some kind of dual-language program.cxxxii  
Programs identified as dual language in New York City elementary schools in 
fact comprise a surprisingly broad range of bi-lingual programs with different 
pedagogical philosophies, admissions policies, and classroom compositions.cxxxiii  
For better and for worse, elementary schools have enjoyed substantial freedom 
in addressing these aspects of the program. 

Dual-language programs were originally intended to serve the educational needs 
of English Language Learners (ELLs), but they provide enormous benefits to 
all children.cxxxiv  Rather than approaching limited English as a disadvantage, 
dual-language programs harness the great strength of ELLs—namely their 
fluency in their first language—to further the cognitive and linguistic advantages 
of bilingualism for all of the students in the classroom. Two-way immersion 
programs, in which two linguistic groups are simultaneously learning in  
both their own and in another language, are by necessity integrated 
environments.cxxxv  Properly structured, dual-language programs can serve the 
needs of the city’s ELL children while providing tremendous benefits to other 
children who participate; many of the city’s dual-language programs undoubtedly 
serve this important purpose.cxxxvi   But other programs have increasingly 
functioned more like G&T programs—separating white and more affluent children 
from other students for academic enrichment and superior resources.cxxxvii
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Whatever their educational merits, dual-language programs become vehicles for 
segregation when they are designed for the educational goals of more affluent 
parents rather than the needs of ELLs in the community school district.cxxxviii   
Some schools, for instance, have initiated programs that teach languages 
appealing to more affluent parents but not spoken by ELLs in the district.cxxxix   
In these instances, so long as language-proficiency requirements are met,  
schools have enjoyed enormous discretion in selecting students and have not  
been required to respect even a zone preference.cxl  

Although parents of Anglophone students do need to make a serious commitment 
to embracing the second language in the home,cxli  excessive emphasis on the 
program’s rigor and “advance commitment” may discourage some parents of 
ELLs from applying. Moreover, such warnings betray merit-based admissions 
priorities that undermine values of inclusion and integration.cxlii  Under these 
circumstances, middle- or upper-income children can qualify for the nonnative-
speaker slots if their parents are foreigners or they speak a different language 
with their caretakers, and in some programs may even enjoy an advantage over 
ELLs if they and their parents are perceived to have more “commitment.”cxliii  
Ideally, such students would fill the English-dominant seats in a dual-language 
program rather than ELL seats. The combination of these factors leads some 
dual-language programs to become vehicles of exclusion and segregation and 
denies their promise of integrated education. 



Recommendations

Dual-language programs should rededicate themselves to the educational 
needs of English Language Learners in their districts while allowing schools 
to modify their instructional model based on the actual populations within their 
schools. Since there are abundant models for dual-language programs with 
ELLs representing more than half of the class, DOE should adopt a policy that 
ELL applicants should be given priority admission to a dual-language program 
over non-ELL applicants. By selecting languages for study appropriate for local 
ELLs, marketing affirmatively to their communities, and removing admissions 
preferences that screen out rather than include, dual-language programs can 
model integrated learning practices.   

Parents of ELLs are uniquely positioned to accomplish this goal: In 
New York City, if there are 15 ELLs who speak the same language in two 
contiguous grades in the same school, those children are legally entitled to 
bilingual education—either a dual-language program or transitional bilingual 
education.cxliv  Many community school districts in the city, however, are not in 
compliance with this requirement, and parents have an opportunity to stand  
up for their right to bilingual education.cxlv  Parents who demand dual-language 
education in particular can reorient the program to its appropriate goals and 
to facilitate diverse learning classrooms that will benefit ELLs and Anglophone 
children alike.

School districts that do not have the required number of ELL students to be 
mandated to provide bilingual education should nevertheless be encouraged to 
maintain dual language programs to support bilingualism in languages spoken by 
ELLs in the district.  These schools need flexibility to implement best practices in 
dual-language education based on the needs of the students in these programs.

Finally, although dual-language programs are, by design, separate from the 
general-education classes, school administrators and educators should find 
opportunities to have students in the dual-language program mix with the rest 
of the student body without undermining the goals of the program. School 
administrators should be careful to avoid the reality and appearance that dual-
language program students are receiving more or better educational resources.

20
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CONCLUSION

New York City is one of the most diverse places on the planet, but its elementary 
schools largely fail to capitalize on this priceless asset.  We wrote seven years 
ago that meaningful school diversity—what we would now call Real Integration—
was within our reach, and the events and findings of the intervening years have 
only strengthened our conviction:cxlvi  We have the tools to reduce segregation 
and provide diverse learning environments for our children and can no longer 
hide behind the fiction that segregation in elementary schools is inevitable.  
Similarly, the expansive exercise of school choice in zoned districts explodes the 
myth that parents always (or even more often than not) prefer the zoned school.

School-diversity plans work best when communities participate meaningfully 
in their creation and implementation.  Although the Department of Education 
can and should exercise leadership as suggested in this briefing, community 
education councils, city council members, community boards, community 
groups, and individual schools do not need to wait for that to happen.  Rather, 
these community-based actors should begin hosting community conversations 
to educate parents and—equally important—to learn from them what kinds of 
diversity strategies are likely to succeed locally.   

School integration—at the heart of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “beloved 
community”—lies within our reach in the community school districts of New York 
City.cxlvii  It is hard to imagine any other policy that would so effectively eliminate 
intra-district resource disparities among schools at such little expense.  Unlike 
so many of the issues afflicting New York City schools, school segregation is a 
problem we know how to fix.
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