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If you looked at the city of Cleveland from above, in an aerial photograph, or from the window of a plane, 
you would never know where Cleveland ended and neighbors like Cuyahoga Heights or Fairview Park 
began. The border that encircles Cleveland is invisible and inconsequential at 30,000 feet. 

To the students of Cleveland 
Municipal School District, though, 
these borders have very real 
consequences. A shocking 42% 
of school-aged children in the 
city live below the poverty line.1  
Meanwhile, just over the border 
are several better-off neighbors. In 
Shaker Heights and Fairview Park, 
that number is just one in ten. In 
Cuyahoga Heights, the school-aged 
poverty rate is just 9%—a vast thirty-
four points below Cleveland’s. The 
borders of the city school district 
serve to sort area students into 
wealthy and poor, ensuring that 
Cleveland schools will face the 

extreme challenge of educating students in very high-poverty classrooms. The city’s budgets do not 
reflect the difficulty of this task, however. Despite Cleveland’s far needier student population, Cuyahoga 
Heights has almost 50% more to spend per pupil—$21,020 to Cleveland’s $14,202.2 Shaker Heights, too, 
has far more revenue than Cleveland, at $20,481 per pupil. 

The divides between Cleveland Municipal School District and its neighbors, in terms of both poverty 
rates and available dollars, have a common culprit: 
the placement of the school district border. There is a 
genuine economic gulf between the city of Cleveland 
and its suburbs. But by drawing the district boundary 
at the point of that division, the state reproduces that 
inequality in its school systems.3 These borders sort 
students into districts of haves and have-nots, with 
resources to match. It is no wonder, then, that when 
the nation’s school district borders are ranked based 
on the degree of income segregation they create, 
these three borders between Cleveland and its 
suburbs all count among the fifty worst in the country. 
Not only that, but along eight of the fourteen borders 
between Cleveland and its neighbor districts, there 
are poverty-rate gaps of twenty percentage points or 
more. These are truly stark divides.

Cleveland is no anomaly, though. The state 
of Ohio is home to no fewer than seventeen 
of the country’s fifty most segregating school 
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district boundaries. As its once-thriving industrial cities have fallen on hard times, those cities’ school 
districts have also struggled. But the district borders that separate those school systems from their 
suburban neighbors have served to quarantine their misfortune, and even as the cities have seen rising 
poverty rates, the districts next door have weathered the economic fallout well. As a result, seven of the 
eight major city school districts in Ohio—Cleveland, Columbus, Cincinnati, Canton, Dayton, Toledo, and 
Youngstown—are on the losing side of at least one of the country’s most segregating borders.

The widest disparities in the state are between Youngstown and its neighbors, the local school districts 
of Canfield and Poland. In fact, these two borders rank as the second- and third-most segregating school 
district boundaries in America. Youngstown has seen a particularly sharp industrial decline. Once an 
important steel town, Youngstown began to see its fortunes turn in 1977. That year, the area’s main 
steel producer, Youngstown Sheet 
and Tube, announced its closure on 
what came to be known as “Black 
Monday.”4 Over the following 
decade, the city lost four more mills, 
along with 40,000 manufacturing 
jobs.5 When these plants closed, the 
city also saw 400 additional local 
businesses close and lost upwards 
of a third of its local property tax 
revenues, making it clear just how 
dependent Youngstown was on the 
steel industry. Property values have 
only continued to fall in the years 
since, leaving the city less and less 
able to fund its schools from local 
tax dollars.6 Meanwhile, its children 
have become steadily needier. 
Today, 47% of local children live in poverty, and 100% of students enrolled in the Youngstown district 
are considered to be economically disadvantaged under Ohio’s school funding system.7 Meanwhile, 
neighboring Canfield and Poland school districts have school-aged poverty rates in the single digits, at 
six and seven percent, respectively. These forty-one-point gaps are steeper than almost any other in the 
country.

Ohio’s divides are especially severe, but the state is far from the only place where school district borders 
isolate poor students from their better-off peers. This report identifies the country’s fifty most segregating 
school district boundaries. It also tells the stories of a few of the districts that are separated by the 
nation’s widest poverty-rate disparities. 

Understanding these divides 

This report measures economic segregation along a school district border by comparing the proportion of 
school-aged children in the districts on either side that lived below the poverty line in 2017. The federal 
poverty line, which was $20,420 for a family of three in 2017, is quite low.8 It is barely over a third of 
the national median household income for that year ($57,652),9 and well below the eligibility threshold 
for social supports like free school lunch and food stamps.10 In Ohio, a family living at the poverty line 
makes just 39% of the state median household income. In other states that contain a sizeable number
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of the country’s most segregating school district borders, the figures are similar. In Michigan, which has 
six borders numbered among the nation’s most segregating, the poverty line also amounts to 39% of the 
state median income. In New York, which is home to nine of the most segregating school district borders, 
a household at the poverty level makes just 33% of the state’s median income. There is no doubt that 
these families are struggling to make ends meet.

That is why it is so significant that there 
are school district borders creating such 
wide poverty gaps. The single most 
segregating school district border in the 
country divides New York’s Rochester 
City School District, which has a 
poverty rate of 47%, from Penfield, 
whose poverty rate is just 5%. Nearly 
half of Rochester’s school-aged children 
come from homes where the income 
level is, at best, 33% of their state’s 
median level. Children in families below 
the poverty line will face challenges 
that compound their learning needs 
in the classroom. Food insecurity, 
poor healthcare options, and unstable 
housing are just some of the challenges that these children from impoverished families bring to school. 
It is a steep challenge, to say the least, for the Rochester City Schools to serve such a large proportion of 
these high-need students. But Penfield, just next door, has a student poverty rate that mirrors the tony 
ski town of Aspen, Colorado. 

Penfield is not the only neighbor whose border with Rochester City School District marks a large divide. 
In fact, five of the eight borders that Rochester shares with its neighboring districts are numbered among 
the most segregating in the country.  While it is no small thing for Rochester to serve so many children 
in poverty, it is something else entirely to do it surrounded by so many more well-off communities. The 
area has the capacity to do better by its neediest children—but is isolating them instead.
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National Findings

Every school district border in the country marks a divide to some degree. The average boundary separates 
two districts whose child poverty rates differ by six percentage points and whose median household 
income levels vary by close to $8,700. These differences are notable, but not terribly steep. This report 
identifies the borders that mark the starkest gaps in student poverty rates.1 When borders are ranked 
by the degree of economic segregation that they create, the widest divides are a vast forty-one points, 
between districts where nearly half of students live below the poverty line and neighbors with poverty 
rates in the single digits. Along the nation’s fifty most segregating borders, the average poverty rate 
difference is thirty-three points, or more than five times the national mean. (See Appendix A for a list of 

the Top 50 Most Segregating School Districts.)The communities served by these school districts live in 
entirely different economic realities; their median household incomes differ by over $43,000 per year.11 
And though this ranking is based on poverty-rate differences, the districts on either side of these borders 
are also divided by race. While the average school district border separates districts whose nonwhite 
enrollments differ by eight percentage points, these segregating borders mark an astonishing fifty-five-
point racial divide.12

1  This report comprises an analysis of the borders defining all the school districts in the United States, with the following 
exclusions: districts without geographic area; districts in U.S. territories; districts with no in-state geographic neighbors; 
districts with extremely low enrollments or student densities; districts whose geography and composition suggest a high 
level of funding from the Bureau of Indian Affairs; and states for which a high proportion of the total student population was 
removed from the dataset under the other exclusions. Additionally, school district borders were only analyzed if neighboring 
districts served the same student-age populations. For example, borders between elementary districts and secondary districts 
were not analyzed. See Appendix C: Data and Methodology for more information about exclusions.
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It has been three years since EdBuild last measured the poverty divides across all school district borders. In 
that time, much of the country emerged from the Great Recession, and the national student poverty rate 
declined a bit, by three percentage points.1 But that’s not true in many parts of the country, where cities have 
been emptying out over time as their economies have bottomed-out. America is dotted with these left-
behind neighborhoods—places where industry has left, property values have declined, and poverty levels 
still steadily climb. In those districts, poverty rates have stayed nearly the same since our last look at the data. 

Meanwhile, just over the line from those struggling school districts, neighborhoods on the whole are 
improving with the national upswing. This means that the school district border is, itself, working to 
concentrate poverty in those communities’ classrooms. If it were drawn differently—shifted in any 
number of ways, but especially widened, to encompass more economically diverse neighborhoods—the 
segregation would be less, and students would benefit.

The Inequality Belts

There are pairs of neighboring school districts all over the country with broad differences in school 
district poverty rates. But when these are viewed on a map, a clear pattern takes shape: one of two belts. 
In the northeastern part of the country, almost every district pair exists in the former industrial region 
commonly referred to as “the Rust Belt.” In the Deep South, a similar pattern emerges, with many starkly 
segregated pairs falling within the “the Black Belt.” Both of these areas have faced economic disruption as 
our economies have shifted over time. In the first and second Great Migrations, many African-Americans 
left the dark, fertile land for which the Black Belt was originally (and ironically) named in the hopes of 
finding independence and prosperity elsewhere. These waves of Black families emptied many parts of 
the south and built a new industrial economy in the Northeast and Midwest. 

1  This and all statistics on changes in the poverty rate reflect the difference between Census-reported poverty rates 
for 2014 and 2017. As of this writing, 2017 is the most recent year for which complete data is available, including data 
regarding both student poverty data and school system finances.

The Inequality Belts



State District Name Student Poverty Rate Percent Nonwhite Segregating Neighbors  (US Rank) 

Ohio Youngstown City SD 47% 86% Canfield Local SD (2) 
Poland Local SD (3) 
Hubbard Exempted Village SD (15) 
Lowellville Local SD (18) 
Austintown Local SD (33)

Cleveland Municipal SD 42% 84% Cuyahoga Heights Local SD (14) 
Fairview Park City SD (36) 
Shaker Heights SD (50)

Cincinnati City SD 38% 76% Madeira City SD (16) 
Indian Hill Exempted Village SD (21)

Canton City SD 44% 56% Louisville City SD (22)
Dayton City SD 37% 75% Beavercreek City SD (29)
Lockland Local SD 39% 60% Wyoming City SD (30)
Northridge Local SD 42% 33% Vandalia-Butler City SD (32)

Columbus City SD 35% 77% Upper Arlington City SD (38) 
Grandview Heights City SD (47)

Toledo City SD 35% 64% Perrysburg Exempted Village SD (45)
New York Rochester City SD 47% 90% Penfield Central SD (1) 

Brighton Central SD (6) 
West Irondequoit SD (7) 
Rush-Henrietta Central SD (19) 
Gates-Chili Central SD (28)

Utica City SD 41% 69% New Hartford Central SD (12)
Syracuse City SD 39% 78% Westhill Central SD (17)
Lackawanna City SD 40% 36% Frontier Central SD (34)
East Ramapo Central SD 37% 95% Clarkstown Central SD (48)

Michigan Detroit City SD 45% 98% Grosse Pointe Public Schools (5) 
Southfield Public SD (35) 
Ferndale Public Schools (37)

Benton Harbor Area Schools 45% 98% St. Joseph Public Schools (8)
Lansing Public SD 35% 75% DeWitt Public Schools (26)
Battle Creek Public Schools 38% 65% Gull Lake Community Schools (44)

Pennsylvania Clairton City SD 40% 80% West Jefferson Hills SD (9)
Greater Johnstown SD 42% 50% Conemaugh Township Area SD (20) 

Westmont Hilltop SD (27) 
Richland SD (41)

Aliquippa SD 39% 82% Hopewell Area SD (42)
Mississippi Claiborne County SD 55% 100% Hinds County SD (4)

Tunica County SD 47% 98% DeSoto County SD (10)
Leflore County SD 57% 99% Carroll County SD (13)

Massachusetts Springfield SD 38% 88% Hampden-Wilbraham SD (24) 
Longmeadow SD (43)

Alabama Greene County SD 48% 100% Tuscaloosa County SD (31)
Birmingham City SD 35% 99% Vestavia Hills City SD (39)

Arizona Nogales Unified District 45% 99% Sahuarita Unified District (11)
Florida Putnam County SD 40% 47% St. Johns County SD (23)
New Jersey Paterson City SD 36% 95% Fair Lawn Borough SD (25)
Connecticut Hartford SD 35% 89% South Windsor SD (40)
Louisiana East Carroll Parish SD 59% 100% West Carroll Parish SD (46)
Georgia Terrell County SD 44% 95% Lee County SD (49)
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A century later, seven of the fifty most segregating school district borders in the country are found 
in the Deep South, clustered around some of the rural communities that these families left behind. 
Today, these areas’ industrial-scale farms are highly mechanized and require few workers.13  In these 
communities, repeated attempts to reinvigorate the economy through non-agricultural business and 
industry have largely failed.

What we find in this analysis is that 
the problem is not necessarily that local economies change; 

it is that the school district borders do not.

Meanwhile, the industrial corridor that received so much of this migration is now home to a preponderance 
of highly segregating school district borders. These divides are clustered around cities that were left 
behind when the economy turned once more, this time affecting factory employees and other industrial 
workers. In fact, thirty-seven of the country’s worst borders are concentrated in only four states in this 
region: Ohio (host to seventeen of nation’s the most segregating borders), New York (nine of these 
borders), Michigan (six), and Pennsylvania (five). (See Appendix B for a full count by state.)

It is widely acknowledged that the regions highlighted in this report have seen decades of persistent 
poverty. What is not as well known is that the need is not uniform. In many places, the families next 
door to particularly struggling school systems are doing just fine. What we find in this analysis is that the 
problem is not necessarily that local economies change; instead, it is that the school district borders do 
not.  

The majority of states in which the most segregating borders are located are those with many 
extraordinarily small school districts.Consider Pennsylvania, which has 501 school districts—quite a high 
number, by national standards. Pennsylvania is one of several states in the Northeast to draw most of its 
school districts at the municipal level: Almost every town and city has its own district. New York, with its 
682 school districts, is similarly organized. In these and several other states in this region, school districts 
have been set at the municipal level for many years, and the system is rarely questioned. That doesn’t 
mean it is the best arrangement for students, however. It makes school districts vulnerable; when a  
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town falls upon hard times, its school district inevitably faces great challenges. Student poverty rates are 
bound to rise, increasing resource needs just as local tax dollars become scarce. Meanwhile, the town’s 
next-door neighbors could be thriving micro-economies, and the children in the struggling district would 
not benefit at all. For them, the district border is effectively a wall, one that separates them from both 
school resources and their fellow students. It is no wonder, then, that New York and Pennsylvania are 
home to so many of the country’s most segregating borders. New York contains fifty-two school district 
borders that mark a poverty divide of at least twenty percentage points. Pennsylvania has sixty-two such 
borders. In fact, these lines separate districts serving a stunning 29% of Pennsylvania students.

States with tiny, arbitrary borders have consistently produced the most economic and racial segregation 
that EdBuild has found across our many analyses through the years. If, for instance, these states were 
to have only as many school systems as they have counties (sixty-two for New York, or sixty-seven for 
Pennsylvania), the districts would likely be far more inclusive, with much less interdistrict segregation. 
Meanwhile, those districts would be larger, but not unmanageably so; they would have roughly as many 
students on average as those in nearby Maryland. The states need not go that far, of course. There is 
a broad range of possibilities between sixty districts and 600. But this thought experiment suggested 
by our findings demonstrates that in the states with the greatest number of highly segregating borders, 
school districts are far more divided than necessary. As a result, when towns face economic difficulties 
(like the many that afflicted the Rust Belt’s former manufacturing hubs), their students are deeply affected 
by hyperlocal hardships. If those same communities were transplanted into a state with broader district 
boundaries, they would simply be high-need corners of wider districts. Their schools could continue 
to have ample local resources and socioeconomically diverse classrooms. It is these borders that turn 
economic downturns into educational destiny.

In short, economic troubles in a community need not mean concentrated poverty in its school system, 
and they certainly do not create automatic disparities between the district and its neighbors. When 
school district borders cordon students into very high-poverty districts on one side of an arbitrary line, 
they thereby preserve unnaturally low-poverty districts on the other side, causing massive gaps in 
opportunity. The school districts in these regions are drawn in such a way as to create maximum division 
between students of different economic classes—and a shift in those lines could make all the difference. 
Yet very few states have even considered redrawing their borders at any point in the last several decades, 
even as economic inequality has been skyrocketing in the Rust Belt, and has been persistent in the Deep 
South. 

School district borders aren’t ordained by a higher power – they’re fully controlled by the state legislature. 
But the governments of the states that contain these highly segregating borders have abdicated their 
responsibilities to their children. As these lines curtail any chance at an equal education for the students 
behind them, their legislatures have done nothing to correct them.
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School	
districts 	Enrollment	 State

School	
districts 	Enrollment	

Michigan 543 1,327,204		 North	Carolina 118 1,457,357		
New	York* 681 1,608,157		 South	Carolina 85 747,868						
Ohio 613 1,590,877		 Tennessee 157 988,633						
Pennsylvania 501 1,576,334		 Virginia 137 1,286,711		

States	with	the	most	Top	50	borders Select	states	with	no	Top	50	borders

*New	York	excludes	New	York	City	School	District
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ROCHESTER CITY SCHOOL DISTRICT | PENFIELD CENTRAL SCHOOL DISTRICT

The most tragic school district divide is between Rochester City School District, where 47% of children live in poverty, 
and Penfield Central School District, with a 5% poverty rate, and five of Rochester’s eight borders are among the 
most segregating boundaries in the nation. Almost a century ago (in 1929), a countywide school district for the 
area was proposed.14 Such a district would have proven more stable in both finances and student demographics, 
but it was roundly rejected by all of Rochester’s suburbs, including Penfield. Instead, the district’s borders continue 
to match the city limits. As a result, as the city has seen a decline in fortunes, so have the district’s students.

Rochester’s economic isolation comes out of its history. In the 1950s and 60s, Rochester saw an influx of black 
residents seeking manufacturing jobs.15 At the time, Rochester was home to three big industrial employers: Kodak, 
Bausch & Lomb, and Xerox.16 But the newcomers did not see full benefits from the city’s mid-century prosperity. 
Major companies were not eager to hire nonwhites, and longstanding redlining kept black residents hemmed into 
poorer sections of the city.17 

Meanwhile, white city residents began to leave for the suburbs.18  Penfield saw rapid growth as a result, and it took 
steps to preserve its new affluence. In 1969, the suburb adopted a policy of a type that would come to be known 
as “exclusionary zoning”: it limited new development almost entirely to single-family houses and set minimum sizes 

for homes and yards.19  Town officials 
also took more informal steps, refusing 
to support the construction of low- and 
moderate-cost housing even where it 
was permitted. Together, these actions 
increased the cost of Penfield’s housing 
beyond the means of lower-income 
families. 

The divide between Rochester and 
Penfield only widened over time. The city 
was so dependent on its local industrial 
titans that it was effectively devastated 
as they left. First, Xerox’s headquarters 
decamped to Connecticut in 1969.20 The 
population dwindled decade by decade, 
from over 330,000 in 1950 to 220,000 
by 2000.21 The slide culminated when 

Kodak went bankrupt in 2012, and Bausch & Lomb moved to New Jersey in 2013.22

Along the way, the poor nonwhite Rochester residents left behind tried to fight the policies that kept them hemmed 
in to a declining city. In 1972, they filed the case that came to be known as Warth v. Seldin, arguing that Penfield’s 
exclusionary zoning ordinances violated their constitutional rights.23 The case made its way to the Supreme Court, 
which ruled in 1975 for Penfield and its pricy housing stock. The decision said that even if the suburb’s policies 
made it effectively closed to low-income families, the harm was too indirect to be actionable. The ruling showed the 
way for every community that wants to keep its home prices up and poorer residents out.

The border between the municipalities of Rochester and Penfield operates exactly the same as the border between 
their school districts. Our school finance system, with its heavy reliance on local property taxes, gives every wealthy 
community an incentive to do what Penfield did. First, turn down proposals for a wider, more inclusive school 
district and then, keep the walls up, property values high, local dollars in, and needy kids out.
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CLAIBORNE COUNTY SCHOOL DISTRICT | HINDS COUNTY SCHOOL DISTRICT

There is a 41-point difference between the poverty rates of Claiborne County School District in Mississippi, where 
55% of children live below the poverty line, and neighboring Hinds County, where 14% do. This dramatic gap makes 
the border between these districts the fourth-most segregating in the country, and Claiborne County is, in its own 
right, one of the highest-poverty districts in the nation. In fact, the district’s median household income of $24,601 
hovers just above the federal poverty line.

Claiborne schools need more resources 
than the average district in order to 
properly support their very high-need 
students. But the district’s ability to raise 
revenue has been hampered—not just 
by low local property values, but also 
by decisions that have been made by 
both the state and federal governments 
without sufficient regard for the local 
community.

The first of these decisions dates 
back to the early 1950s, when the 
United States Army Corps of Engineers 
launched an effort to dam and redirect 
the Mississippi River24. The plan did not 
properly consider how the dam would 
flood portions of Mississippi, destroying 
timber and devaluing the land. Six hundred and fifty-seven of the acres affected by this project are in Claiborne 
County School District. The flooding of this land takes a sizeable portion out of the district’s property tax base. This 
makes it harder for the district to serve its high-need students.

A second, larger bite was taken out of Claiborne County’s tax base by the state of Mississippi. The county is home 
to Mississippi’s only nuclear power plant, which was built in 198525. Any community might be wary of the risks of 
hosting a nuclear plant, but there is usually an offsetting benefit: the tax revenue that the plant provides. But just 
one year after the plant opened, the state passed a new law that exempted nuclear plants from local property taxes. 
This law stripped any benefit of the plant from Claiborne County School District, robbing its schools of important 
tax revenue. Meanwhile, other kinds of power plants continue to generate property tax revenue for their districts—
districts whose populations are, on the whole, less needy than Claiborne’s. A lawsuit filed by Claiborne County in 
1986, when the law was passed, was ultimately settled for a mere $2,000,000. A newer lawsuit filed in 2009 was 
ultimately dismissed, and there is no further recourse through the courts. Ultimately, the community continues to 
bear the risk of a local nuclear plant without reaping any benefit for its schools.

Meanwhile, Claiborne County kids learn in a district that is poorly outfitted to serve them. One government record 
notes that the district’s only middle school has classroom fixtures dating to 194126. In Hinds County, by contrast, 
voters recently approved a $59.9 million bond issue to make improvements at each of the district’s nine schools, 
including new gyms, batting cages, and ball fields; two performing arts facilities; and an expanded tech classroom27. 
Students’ experiences in the two districts are only getting more divergent.



It would be easy to see the system of divisive borders as a fait accompli, and the divides they create as inevitable. 
School district borders, however, are not facts of nature. They are drawn by people, often in service of clear 
financial interests. 

In nearly every state, the school funding system is built on top of a foundation of local property tax receipts. What 
a district can raise locally does a great deal to determine what funding is ultimately available to its schools—and 
the borders of the district dictate what it can raise locally. That is because the border defines two things: not 
only the community served by a school district, but also the territory that falls within its tax base. When the 
border outlines an area with high property values, that school system will almost certainly benefit from high 
local tax receipts. This serves the interests of better-off communities, who have every financial incentive to 
draw and maintain borders that keep local dollars in. 

School district borders are not facts of nature. 
They are drawn by people, often in service of clear financial interests.

Those same borders, though, can also work to keep needy kids out. High-value properties tend to be bought and 
occupied by high-income families, who then send their kids to the schools supported by their ample property 
taxes. This, too, is aligned with the financial interests of the better-off communities. Low-income students have 
resource-intensive needs. When they are kept on the far side of the border, the well-off can raise and spend 
local tax dollars only for those that meet the narrowest possible definition of “neighborhood kids.” 

The incentives of this school finance approach produce a system that concentrates poverty in some districts—
often property-poor districts—leaving other districts with rich tax bases and very low levels of student poverty. 
Often, these districts are side by side, separated by nothing but an invisible border. The effects, though, are 
clear for all to see. Students in high-poverty classrooms face significant challenges. Research has repeatedly 
shown that economic segregation is a major driver of achievement gaps; when schools serve predominately 
poor populations, their students have lower achievement scores and progress more slowly.28 It is clear that any 
student, including one from a low-income household, would be better off in an economically mixed school. But 
schools can only be as integrated as their district compositions allow; as school system poverty rates climb, it 
becomes all but impossible to integrate schools and classrooms within the district.

Moreover, once students are cordoned into richer and poorer school districts, the problem becomes self-
perpetuating. High-wealth areas can generate more resources for their schools. Parents see these well-funded 
schools as a reason to move to a school district—but when an area’s schools turn it into an in-demand neighborhood, 
home values rise. Only families that can afford these high housing costs can move to the district. As a result, the tax 
base increases in value, generating even more local funding for local schools. As the cycle continues, the student 
population is made up more and more of students from high-income households. These well-off students are the 
ones that benefit from healthy school budgets. Meanwhile, poorly funded districtsare not seen as desirable; home 
prices drop or stay low, and the students in those districts are those whose families cannot afford the high housing 
costs in other school systems. Over time, poverty becomes yet more concentrated in property poor school districts. 

Recent research bears out that this is, in fact, what happens—and that, moreover, while neighborhood segregation 
was once the driving factor behind school segregation, today, the reverse is true. Between 1990 and 2010, 
income segregation rose in America’s major metropolitan areas only among households with children.29 As 
income inequality widened over time, better-off families used their extra dollars to move to certain school 
districts, leaving lower-income children behind in school systems with ever-rising poverty levels. This vicious 
cycle further disadvantaged students who need more resources, not fewer, in order to succeed.
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BENTON HARBOR AREA SCHOOLS | ST. JOSEPH PUBLIC SCHOOLS

The eighth-most segregating school district border in the nation separates Benton Harbor Area Schools in Michigan, 
where the child poverty rate is 45%, from St. Joseph Public Schools, where it is 37 points lower. There is a similar gap 
in the two districts’ household income levels and median property values, which are less than half in Benton Harbor 
than what they are in St. Joseph. 

In the early twentieth century Benton Harbor’s local industrial behemoth, the Whirlpool company, drew black 
and European migrants seeking factory work.30 Meanwhile, Benton Harbor’s existing white population began to 
leave for St. Joseph, among other suburbs. By 1980, Benton Harbor was predominantly black and poor and saw 
increasing community challenges over the course of the 1980s.31 The border cordoned off Benton Harbor’s troubles, 
though, and St. Joseph persisted as a nearly all-white town whose beaches and antique stores made it a vacation 
destination.32 

Whirlpool still looms large in Benton 
Harbor, but not as a middle-class 
employer. The company moved its 
factories in 2010.33 Its corporate 
operations are still nearby, but the 
company recruits globally for executives 
rather than hiring locally. Whirlpool 
makes a show of investing in the city, but 
does not do much for its schools; a 
consulting report once actually advised 
the business community not to make 
a marquee issue out of improving 
Benton Harbor schools for fear that 
highlighting their struggles could harm 
recruitment efforts.34 Instead, 
through various nonprofit arms, the 
company has been buying and 
developing city land, taking advantage 

of government programs that are meant to spur investment.

One such project is Harbor Shores, a lakefront development including a golf course, an inn, a marina, and high-priced 
houses. The construction spans parts of Benton Harbor, St. Joseph, and nearby Benton Township.35 It is powered 
by various state tax breaks and reimbursements that are intended to aid development in distressed areas.36 
Portions of the development were set for St. Joseph, but construction projects in the more affluent town 
would not have been eligible for any state financial assistance. To qualify, St. Joseph transferred some of its 
land into Benton Harbor. Once the project is over, though, the land—and the high-priced housing built on it—
will revert to St. Joseph.37

This manipulation of the municipal border is a clear example of a wealthier community getting to have it both 
ways. St. Joseph grew through white flight from Benton Harbor. Its school district border separates its families 
and its property from Benton Harbor schools, keeping its home values high and student poverty rates low. Yet 
when it was in St. Joseph’s interest, a border could be moved—and by doing so, St. Joseph actually profited 
from the poverty of Benton Harbor. Meanwhile, the schools of Benton Harbor are not going to benefit from 
half-million-dollar houses that will soon be on the other side of a redrawn border. Instead, while the adults in 
the community haggle over tax breaks, Benton Harbor’s kids attend school in a district that is $18 million in 
debt.38
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CLAIRTON CITY SCHOOL DISTRICT | WEST JEFFERSON HILLS SCHOOL DISTRICT

The ninth-greatest economic divide in the country is between Clairton City School District in Pennsylvania, where 
40% of school-aged children live in poverty, and West Jefferson Hills, where 5% do. Clairton is in what was once 
Pennsylvania steel country.39 In other post-industrial towns, the story is largely about what happens when the main 
employer closes up shop. More important for Clairton, though, is what can happen when a company stays, and 
plays an outsized role in the town’s financial picture.

Clairton Coke Works is the city’s primary remaining industrial employer and provides about a third of local tax 
dollars.40 In exchange, though, the town is paying a high price. The plant produces sulfur dioxide, and this has given 
Clairton particularly terrible air quality.41 The average elementary student in Clairton lives just one mile from the 
Coke Works, leading to a child asthma rate of 18.4%, a troubling 80% higher than the 10.2% rate for 
Pennsylvania overall.42 Clairton residents sued the Coke Works’ owner, U.S. Steel, in 2017, arguing that 
pollution from the factory was diminishing local quality of life.43 Proving their point, a fire crippled the plant’s air 
pollution controls on Christmas Eve, 2018, leading to even-worse levels of air contaminants.44 This crisis did not 
serve as the wake-up call that one would hope; there was a second, similar fire the following June.45 

Despite the dangers posed by Coke Works, Clairton does not want to see the plant close. After the December 
fire, union groups came to meetings about the incident to advocate against idling the plant.46 In an interview, 
Clairton Mayor Rich Lattanzi articulated the challenge, saying, “Do you realize what would happen to the city of 
Clairton and to the city’s school district if we closed that mill down?... We’d be like a ghost town.”47 U.S. Steel has 
taken advantage of Clairton’s dependence to leverage lower taxes. In 2013, it appealed the assessment of its 
properties and briefly managed to reduce the value of the coke plant from $13.6 million to just $2.4 million.48 
After Clairton School District and other affected school districts sued, U.S. Steel settled at $8.1 million.49 

The reliance on local property taxes for 
schools creates a bitter irony for school 
districts like Clairton, where the plant 
pollutes the air even as its dollars keep 
the district afloat. Clairton needs those 
local dollars; the district's state funding is 
not even sufficient to bring Clairton's 
per-pupil spending up to parity with 
West Jefferson Hills. Meanwhile, Clairton 
bears greater costs given the needs of its 
student population. It goes the extra mile 
with school-based health services like 
asthma care and vision and dental 
screenings, and employs special staff, like 
a social services coordinator and 
homeless liaison.50

West Jefferson Hills, though, has not had to make those kinds of hard choices about how to use limited 
funds. As a long-desirable school district, it is seeing rising enrollments, and new homes are being built in the 
town.51 Residents have approved seven straight years of tax increases for schools.52 On the strength of those 
revenues, the district opened a new high school this fall, complete with an eight-lane pool, two gyms, and a 
Broadway-caliber theater.53 Meanwhile, West Jefferson Hills has kept its doors closed to Clairton. In 2011, 
the smaller, poorer district was struggling with state aid cuts and reached out to West Jefferson Hills, along 
with other neighbors, seeking a possible school system consolidation.54 They were turned down, and the divide 
between Clairton and its neighbors persists.
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Two aspects of America’s school system work to create the divides highlighted in this report: first, the 
locally-based school funding system incentivizes powerful communities to maintain school districts that 
cordon wealth from poverty, keeping property tax dollars in and needy students out. Second, our network 
of school district borders—especially those in states that draw their districts narrowly, and particularly 
when borders are drawn along municipal lines—serves to entrench economic segregation, reproducing 
in schools the disparities that exist between neighboring communities. Neither of these elements is a 
necessary feature of American education, however. In a handful of states, other approaches offer a way 
forward. 

Consider, for instance, the state of Vermont, which until recently had narrow, town-level school districts, 
just like Pennsylvania and New York. It has embarked on a campaign of district consolidation, which 
has created somewhat broader school systems.55 More importantly, though, is what Vermont lacks: a 
school funding system rooted in local property taxes. The state’s schools are supported out of a state 
property tax, and the property values in an individual district have no impact on the funding raised for 
that district.56 It is perhaps no wonder, then, that none of the country’s most segregating school district 
borders appear in Vermont. In fact, there are only two district boundaries in the state that mark a divide 
of 20 percentage points or more. Vermont is proof that states can take a different policy approach. They 
can move away from the locally rooted funding system in favor of one that is both more equitable and 
less liable to create or reinforce economic segregation.
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In a similar vein, consider North Carolina, an economically diverse state that might be expected to contain 
some steeply segregating school district borders. But North Carolina has few of the kind of microdistricts 
whose borders divide students in other states. Instead, its borders are mostly drawn more broadly, at 
the county level. This means that a wealthy town like Oak Ridge does not have the ability to keep rich 
local tax dollars just for its relatively few students; its revenues are shared with the broader community 
of Guilford County. Economic inequality is a reality on the ground: Oak Ridge’s median home is worth 
$338,000, more than double the county’s overall figure of $160,000, and Oak Ridge’s school-aged poverty 
rate is just 2%, well below Guilford County’s rate of 18% poverty. Guilford’s central city of Greensboro 
has an even higher rate: over one in four of its children live in poverty. But those economic facts do not 
dictate opportunity for Guilford students, who may share and share alike in all the county’s wealth. With 
inclusive school district borders like these, it is not surprising that North Carolina is completely absent 
from the list of the country’s most segregating school district borders. States like North Carolina show 
that there is nothing inevitable about the deep divides we see elsewhere in the country, and that another 
choice about how to draw school district boundaries can do a great deal to shrink those gaps.

District lines should not be the limit of students’ opportunities. It is the state, not the local school 
district, that bears the constitutional responsibility for providing public schooling. But states fail to 
meet that responsibility when they choose to draw and maintain districts so narrow that children are 
divided into haves and have-nots, and to fund schools using a local-property-tax-based system that 
entrenches those divides. Better pathways are open to them, and states have an obligation to take 
advantage of them. The educational outlook for the children trapped behind arbitrary borders—just a 
few feet away from much better opportunity—is not dependent on local economics. Rather, their 
future is dependent on political bravery. 
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High Poverty District Low Poverty District

US Rank State High Poverty District Low Poverty District

Percentage 
Point 

Difference 
in Poverty 

Rate
Poverty 

Rate
Percent 

Nonwhite  Enrollment 

 Median 
Household 

Income 
Poverty 

Rate
Percent 

Nonwhite  Enrollment 

 Median 
Household 

Income 

1 New York Rochester City SD Penfield Central SD 41 47% 90% 29,436 $32,347 5% 16% 4,581 $80,926 

2 Ohio Youngstown City SD Canfield Local SD 41 47% 86% 5,088 $26,892 6% 9% 2,662 $75,234 

3 Ohio Youngstown City SD Poland Local SD 41 47% 86% 5,088 $26,892 7% 8% 1,925 $75,943 

4 Mississippi Claiborne County SD Hinds County SD 41 55% 100% 1,487 $24,601 14% 86% 6,004 $57,868 

5 Michigan
Detroit 
City SD

Grosse Pointe Public 
Schools 40 45% 98% 45,455 $27,829 6% 25% 7,931 $98,063 

6 New York Rochester City SD Brighton Central SD 39 47% 90% 29,436 $32,347 8% 30% 3,628 $76,205 

7 New York
Rochester 

City SD
West Irondequoit 

Central SD 37 47% 90% 29,436 $32,347 10% 28% 3,597 $63,626 

8 Michigan
Benton Harbor 
Area Schools

St. Joseph Public 
Schools 37 45% 98% 2,254 $30,108 8% 21% 3,004 $66,111 

9 Pennsylvania
Clairton 
City SD

West Jefferson 
Hills SD 35 40% 80% 807 $31,112 5% 7% 2,880 $75,694 

10 Mississippi Tunica County SD DeSoto County SD 35 47% 98% 2,095 $32,052 12% 48% 33,537 $62,595 

11 Arizona
Nogales Unified 

District
Sahuarita Unified 

District 34 45% 99% 5,749 $28,408 10% 60% 6,133 $64,909 

12 New York
Utica 

City SD
New Hartford 

Central SD 34 41% 69% 10,311 $33,873 7% 15% 2,572 $72,532 

13 Mississippi Leflore County SD Carroll County SD 34 57% 99% 2,392 $23,536 23% 61% 1,032 $43,068 

14 Ohio
Cleveland 

Municipal SD
Cuyahoga Heights 

Local SD 34 42% 84% 39,017 $27,932 9% 8% 763 $70,625 

15 Ohio
Youngstown 

City SD
Hubbard Exempted 

Village SD 34 47% 86% 5,088 $26,892 14% 9% 1,964 $48,178 

16 Ohio Cincinnati City SD Madeira City SD 33 38% 76% 33,710 $37,547 5% 11% 1,475 $97,944 

17 New York Syracuse City SD Westhill Central SD 33 39% 78% 21,015 $34,716 6% 13% 1,781 $75,777 

18 Ohio Youngstown City SD Lowellville Local SD 33 47% 86% 5,088 $26,892 14% 12% 538 $53,625 

19 New York
Rochester 

City SD
Rush-Henrietta 

Central SD 33 47% 90% 29,436 $32,347 14% 37% 5,433 $62,059 

20 Pennsylvania
Greater 

Johnstown SD
Conemaugh 

Township Area SD 33 42% 50% 2,968 $28,614 10% 2% 967 $45,787 
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High Poverty District Low Poverty District

US Rank State High Poverty District Low Poverty District

Percentage 
Point 

Difference 
in Poverty 

Rate
Poverty 

Rate
Percent 

Nonwhite  Enrollment 

 Median 
Household 

Income 
Poverty 

Rate
Percent 

Nonwhite  Enrollment 

 Median 
Household 

Income 

21 Ohio
Cincinnati 

City SD
Indian Hill Exempted 

Village SD 33 38% 76% 33,710 $37,547 5% 21% 1,996 $123,207 
22 Ohio Canton City SD Louisville City SD 32 44% 56% 8,770 $30,257 12% 4% 2,858 $59,819 
23 Florida Putnam County SD St. Johns County SD 32 40% 47% 11,255 $33,619 8% 23% 38,550 $73,640 

24 Massachusetts Springfield SD
Hampden-

Wilbraham SD 32 38% 88% 25,858 $37,118 6% 14% 3,139 $97,656 

25 New Jersey
Paterson 
City SD

Fair Lawn Borough 
SD 32 36% 95% 28,899 $36,106 4% 36% 4,943 $109,747 

26 Michigan
Lansing 

Public SD
DeWitt Public 

Schools 32 35% 75% 10,999 $39,369 3% 15% 3,169 $87,440 

27 Pennsylvania
Greater 

Johnstown SD
Westmont 
Hilltop SD 32 42% 50% 2,968 $28,614 10% 9% 1,307 $66,520 

28 New York
Rochester 

City SD
Gates-Chili 
Central SD 32 47% 90% 29,436 $32,347 15% 41% 4,229 $61,056 

29 Ohio Dayton City SD Beavercreek City SD 32 37% 75% 13,298 $29,674 4% 17% 7,751 $89,690 
30 Ohio Lockland Local SD Wyoming City SD 32 39% 60% 496 $32,700 7% 23% 1,922 $118,947 

31 Alabama
Greene 

County SD
Tuscaloosa 
County SD 32 48% 100% 1,154 $20,954 16% 39% 18,430 $57,880 

32 Ohio
Northridge 

Local SD
Vandalia-Butler City 

SD 32 42% 33% 1,603 $31,712 10% 19% 2,945 $61,165 
33 Ohio Youngstown City SD Austintown Local SD 32 47% 86% 5,088 $26,892 16% 24% 4,867 $45,358 
34 New York Lackawanna City SD Frontier Central SD 32 40% 36% 2,003 $35,482 8% 10% 4,907 $63,193 
35 Michigan Detroit City SD Southfield Public SD 32 45% 98% 45,455 $27,829 14% 97% 6,290 $53,920 

36 Ohio
Cleveland 

Municipal SD
Fairview Park 

City SD 32 42% 84% 39,017 $27,932 11% 15% 1,809 $54,994 

37 Michigan
Detroit 
City SD

Ferndale Public 
Schools 31 45% 98% 45,455 $27,829 14% 74% 3,127 $61,254 

38 Ohio
Columbus 

City SD
Upper Arlington City 

SD 31 35% 77% 50,331 $41,959 4% 16% 5,935 $109,813 
39 Alabama Birmingham City SD Vestavia Hills City SD 31 35% 99% 24,070 $33,770 4% 20% 7,150 $98,653 
40 Connecticut Hartford SD South Windsor SD 31 35% 89% 20,309 $33,841 4% 37% 4,159 $105,986 
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High Poverty District Low Poverty District

US Rank State High Poverty District Low Poverty District

Percentage 
Point 

Difference 
in Poverty 

Rate
Poverty 

Rate
Percent 

Nonwhite  Enrollment 

 Median 
Household 

Income 
Poverty 

Rate
Percent 

Nonwhite  Enrollment 

 Median 
Household 

Income 

41 Pennsylvania
Greater 

Johnstown SD Richland SD 31 42% 50% 2,968 $28,614 11% 8% 1,580 $56,537 
42 Pennsylvania Aliquippa SD Hopewell Area SD 31 39% 82% 1,077 $31,121 8% 9% 2,056 $63,090 
43 Massachusetts Springfield SD Longmeadow SD 31 38% 88% 25,858 $37,118 7% 20% 2,889 $112,831 

44 Michigan
Battle Creek 

Public Schools
Gull Lake Communi-

ty Schools 31 38% 65% 4,118 $32,839 7% 15% 3,155 $70,762 

45 Ohio
Toledo 
City SD

Perrysburg 
Exempted Village SD 31 35% 64% 22,862 $33,598 4% 15% 4,985 $88,560 

46 Louisiana
East Carroll 
Parish SD

West Carroll 
Parish SD 31 59% 100% 1,049 $20,795 28% 22% 2,101 $37,304 

47 Ohio
Columbus 

City SD
Grandview Heights 

City SD 31 35% 77% 50,331 $41,959 4% 9% 1,084 $99,548 

48 New York
East Ramapo Central 

SD (Spring Valley)
Clarkstown 
Central SD 31 37% 95% 9,010 $62,066 6% 36% 8,156 $122,521 

49 Georgia Terrell County SD Lee County SD 31 44% 95% 1,419 $32,219 13% 30% 6,447 $65,018 

50 Ohio
Cleveland 

Municipal SD
Shaker Heights 

City SD 31 42% 84% 39,017 $27,932 12% 60% 5,105 $74,976 
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APPENDIX B: NUMBER OF BORDERS CREATING DIFFERENT DEGREES OF SEGREGATION

State  Borders 

Largest 
Percentage 

Point 
Difference 
in Student 

Poverty Rate

Borders, 
10 percentage 

point 
difference

Borders, 
15 percentage 

point 
difference

Borders, 
20 percentage 

point 
difference

Borders, 
25 percentage 

point 
difference

Borders, 
30 percentage 

point 
difference

Borders, 
40 percentage 

point 
difference

Ohio 1,658 41 335 166 92 52 23 2

New York 1,565 41 274 109 52 28 14 1

Mississippi 325 41 117 56 23 10 3 1

Michigan 1,270 40 240 108 57 21 7 1

Pennsylvania 1,357 35 264 122 62 33 8

Arizona 151 34 52 18 5 1 1

New Jersey 754 32 129 69 35 10 3

Alabama 311 32 103 56 18 9 2

Massachusetts 479 32 102 47 20 8 3

Florida 141 32 34 19 6 2 1

Oklahoma 810 31 172 65 21 5 2

Indiana 762 31 131 50 14 3 1

Georgia 433 31 103 44 19 6 1

Connecticut 272 31 56 31 22 11 1

Louisiana 152 31 46 14 4 1 1

Illinois 1,591 30 322 121 37 6 1

Virginia 269 30 58 24 12 3 1

Arkansas 630 29 182 65 17 5

Texas 2,002 28 491 172 53 12

California 968 28 235 74 24 4

Missouri 969 28 183 58 23 7

Wisconsin 951 28 91 29 14 6

Oregon 275 27 24 9 4 1
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State  Borders 

Largest 
Percentage Point 

Difference 
in Student Pover-

ty Rate

Borders, 
10 percentage 

point 
difference

Borders, 
15 percentage 

point 
difference

Borders, 
20 percentage 

point 
difference

Borders, 
25 percentage 

point 
difference

Borders, 
30 percentage 

point 
difference

Borders, 
40 percentage 

point 
difference

Kentucky 378 26 85 24 9 2

New Mexico 43 26 10 5 2 1

Tennessee 302 25 50 10 4 2

South Carolina 207 24 54 18 5

Rhode Island 45 24 14 8 3

Iowa 874 23 53 9 2

Vermont 113 23 15 2 2

Washington 363 22 60 19 1

Maryland 31 22 6 3 2

Minnesota 730 21 47 10 2

North Dakota 34 21 4 4 1

North Carolina 253 20 45 15 3

Nebraska 376 20 45 7 1

Colorado 176 19 27 3

Kansas 453 18 40 8

Maine 217 18 29 2

West Virginia 124 18 21 5

New Hampshire 106 16 11 1

South Dakota 130 14 5

Idaho 138 12 5

Utah 56 12 5

Delaware 25 11 3

Montana 59 11 3



APPENDIX C: DATA SOURCES AND METHODOLOGY

Purpose: 

The purpose of this data product is to compare student poverty rates between neighboring school districts in 
order to identify the most segregating school districts in the country.

Data Sources: 

To create the school district border dataset, EdBuild used the following data sources: 

• School district geography: geography for school district borders for the 2017-18 school year comes from
the US Census Bureau, Education Demographic and Geographic Estimates Program (EDGE), Composite
School District Boundaries File.

• School district revenues: revenues from federal, state, and local sources for the 2016-17 school year
come from the Census, Annual Survey of School System Finances (F33).

The following subtractions were made from total state and local revenues for each school district:

1. Because it can contribute to large fluctuations in district revenues from year to year, we exclude
revenue for capital from the calculation of state revenues.

2. Similarly, we exclude money generated from the sale of property from local revenues, because
it too can contribute to large fluctuations in revenues.

3. In just under 2,000 districts, revenues received by local school districts include monies that
are passed through to charter schools that are not a part of the local school district but are
instead operated by charter local education agencies (charter LEAs). This artificially inflates
the revenues in these local school districts, because they include money for students educated
outside of the district who are not counted in enrollment totals. To address this, we subtract
from state and local revenues a proportional share (based on the percent of each districts’
revenues that come from local, state, and federal sources) of the total amount of money sent to
outside charter LEAs—an expenditure category included in the F33 survey.

4. In Arkansas, large portions of districts’ revenues that should be considered local are categorized
as state revenues. The value of this misattribution for each district is described in the F33
documentation as C24, Census state, NCES local revenue. Before analysis, the value of C24 is
subtracted from state revenues and added to local revenues for the state of Arkansas.

5. In Texas, many districts report exorbitantly high per-pupil revenues. This is in part because of
the policy and procedures for recapturing and redistributing local revenues raised by property-
wealthy districts in the state. In the F33 survey, recapture is reported as expenditure code
L12. Because these monies are included in the state revenue for other, receiving districts, we
subtract a districts’ L12 expenditures from their local revenues for the state of Texas.

• School district enrollments and racial composition: school district enrollment characteristics for the
2016-17 school year come from the US Department of Education, National Center for Education
Statistics, Common Core of Data (CCD).

• School district school-age poverty rates: school district-level data on poverty rates among relevant
school-age children in 2017 come from the Census, Small Area Income and Poverty Estimates (SAIPE).

• School district community indicators: school district-level data on median household income for
the 2016-17 school year come from the US Department of Education, National Center for Education
Statistics, Education Demographic and Geographic Estimates (EDGE).

• Native American reservations: American Indian Areas/Alaska Native Areas/Hawaiian Home Lands

January 2020 | Page 21

https://nces.ed.gov/programs/edge/Geographic/DistrictBoundaries
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/edge/Geographic/DistrictBoundaries
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/school-finances.html
https://nces.ed.gov/ccd/elsi/
https://nces.ed.gov/ccd/elsi/
https://www.census.gov/data/datasets/2017/demo/saipe/2017-school-districts.html
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/edge/


APPENDIX C: DATA SOURCES AND METHODOLOGY

Methodology: 

To begin, EdBuild conducted a spatial analysis of all unified, secondary, and elementary districts in the 
nation. This process identified all pairs of school district neighbors that share a land border (districts whose 
shared border exists entirely along a large body of water were not considered to be neighbors). Pairs were 
then excluded from this neighbor list if their shared boundary was less than 500 feet or if the districts are in 
different states. 

Each neighbor pair was identified by their shared school district border and joined to the above described data 
from the SAIPE, CCD, and ACS. To determine how segregating each border is, EdBuild calculated the difference 
in school-age poverty rates for the two school districts sharing each boundary. After making the exclusions 
outlined below, this measure was used to rank the degree of segregation associated with each border.

School District Exclusions:

EdBuild employed several exclusion criteria in compiling our borders dataset. Our analysis includes only 
districts that meet our standard requirements for a geography-based analysis. Therefore, any district that 
does not have geography and is not included in the Composite School District Boundaries File was excluded. 
EdBuild also excluded any districts from the US territories. Further, because EdBuild only identifies within-state 
school district neighbors, Hawaii and the District of Columbia were excluded as they each have only one school 
district. 

There are three types of school districts: unified, elementary, and secondary. EdBuild followed the assigned 
types in the Composite School District Boundaries File with one exception. For districts where 8th grade was 
the highest reported grade level, EdBuild classified these districts as elementary districts even if they were 
defined as unified by the Census. The analysis was confined to type-similar school district pairs—that is, unified 
to unified, secondary to secondary, and elementary to elementary—to avoid comparing resources across 
districts of different types which may have very different structures and needs. 

We additionally excluded school districts that intersect with at least one-quarter square mile of Native 
American Reservations where the student population is at least 25-percent Native American. This is because 
federal dollars are a much larger proportion of revenue for Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) schools and the 
federal dollars are not always intended to supplement funds from BIA.

Since the SAIPE student poverty rates are estimates, they are not always reliable for school districts with very 
small student age populations. Therefore, EdBuild removed districts where the student population is less than 
200.

Finally, EdBuild removed districts with a student density of less than or equal to one student per square mile. 
These exclusions were made since these districts may have reason to resource differently than their more 
populous neighbors, and they have unique geographic constraints due to the extremely low student density. 

Following the above exclusions, Alaska, Nevada, and Wyoming were excluded from the analysis because over 
two-thirds of these states’ student populations were removed from the dataset. 

This resulted in a dataset that contains 10,226 districts and 23,328 pairs of district neighbors.
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APPENDIX C: DATA SOURCES AND METHODOLOGY

Analysis:

For each school district pair in our dataset, EdBuild calculated the difference in student poverty rate. We then 
categorized district pairs into two groups: 

1. The top 50 most segregating borders in the country, ranked by the largest absolute difference in
student poverty rate.

2. The most highly segregating borders in the country: the 671 borders where there is at least a
20-percentage-point gap in student poverty rate.

For the state analysis, EdBuild calculated the following:

• Borders in the dataset: the number of border pairs in each state after all of EdBuild’s exclusions.
• Borders in the 50 most segregating list: the number of border pairs in each state that are in the top 50

most segregating borders in the country.
• Borders with > 20 percentage point poverty difference: the number of border pairs in each state that

are highly segregating.
• Average percentage point poverty difference: the average percentage point difference in student

poverty rate between any two border pairs in the state.
• Largest percentage point poverty difference: the largest percentage point difference in student poverty

rate between any two border pairs in the state.
• Most segregating border: the border pair with the largest percentage point difference in student

poverty rate in the state.
• Borders with > 10 percentage point poverty difference: the number of border pairs in each state with at

least a 10 percentage point difference in student poverty rate.
• Borders with > 15 percentage point poverty difference: the number of border pairs in each state with at

least a 15 percentage point difference in student poverty rate.
• Borders with > 25 percentage point poverty difference: the number of border pairs in each state with at

least a 25 percentage point difference in student poverty rate.
• Borders with > 30 percentage point poverty difference: the number of border pairs in each state with at

least a 30 percentage point difference in student poverty rate.
• Borders with > 40 percentage point poverty difference: the number of border pairs in each state with at

least a 40 percentage point difference in student poverty rate.
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