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What role does schooling play in educational inequality?

• Three views:

• Schools are “the great equalizer”

• Schools produce and exacerbate inequality

• Schools have little effect on inequality; schooling outcomes 
simply mirror larger social inequalities



What do average test scores tell us about 
educational opportunity?

1. Average test scores differences are not solely the result of differences in 
schools; they are the total result of children’s home, neighborhood, pre-
school, after-school, and K-12 schooling experiences.

2. They are not measures of intelligence, but of performance (so are affected 
by what students have been taught and have learned and how motivated 
they are to perform on standardized tests).

3. Test performance is not the only educational outcome we care about; but 
it is a reasonable proxy for the extent of opportunity.
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2006 Eva Baker 1 1 50 93% 1 2% 3 6% 5 8% 0 1

2006 Robert Mislevy 1 1 45 90% 0 0% 5 10% 9 15% 0 1

2005 Erik Hanushek 1 1 44 90% 3 6% 2 4% 0 0% 0 1

2008 Robert Slavin 1 1 58 89% 4 6% 3 5% 3 4% 0 1

2006 David Klahr 1 1 32 89% 3 8% 1 3% 21 37% 0 1

2006 Barbara Rogoff 1 1 40 89% 1 2% 4 9% 12 21% 0 1

2006 Henry Levin 1 1 54 89% 2 3% 5 8% 2 3% 0 1

2006 Deborah Ball 1 1 49 88% 2 4% 5 9% 4 7% 0 1

2017 Vanessa Siddle Walker 1 1 95 86% 4 4% 11 10% 0 1

2006 Gary Orfield 1 1 48 86% 4 7% 4 7% 7 11% 0 1

2011 Sharon Lynn Kagan 1 1 68 85% 7 9% 5 6% 5 6% 0 1

2006 James Pellegrino 1 1 44 85% 3 6% 5 10% 7 12% 0 1

2005 Bill Schmidt 1 1 38 84% 5 11% 2 4% 3 6% 0 1

2011 Thomas Bailey 1 1 65 84% 4 5% 8 10% 6 7% 0 1

2006 Walter Feinberg 1 1 27 84% 3 9% 2 6% 26 45% 0 0

2006 Thomas Payzant 1 1 42 84% 5 10% 3 6% 10 17% 0 1

2008 Pam Grossman 1 1 49 83% 1 2% 9 15% 8 12% 0 1

2010 Robert Sternberg 1 1 44 83% 5 9% 4 8% 2 4% 0 1

2017 Walter Allen 1 1 90 82% 7 6% 13 12% 0 1

2011 Doug Medin 1 1 66 81% 4 5% 11 14% 7 8% 0 1

2006 Jeffrey Mirel 1 1 29 81% 4 11% 3 8% 15 29% 0 0

2006 Carol Lee 1 1 37 80% 1 2% 8 17% 15 25% 0 1

2007 James Anderson 1 1 44 80% 2 4% 9 16% 1 2% 0 1

2011 Gavriel Salomon 1 1 66 79% 9 11% 9 11% 3 3% 0 1

2012 Kathleen McCartney 1 1 69 78% 8 9% 12 13% 1 1

2014 Marta Tienda 1 1 76 77% 8 8% 15 15% 0 1

2006 Marcia Linn 1 1 36 77% 4 9% 7 15% 9 16% 0 1

2015 William Tate, IV 1 1 91 76% 10 8% 18 15% 1 1

2013 Sean Reardon 1 1 72 76% 9 9% 14 15% 0 1

2014 Alejandro Portes 1 1 75 76% 9 9% 15 15% 0 1

2015 Russell Rumberger 1 1 90 76% 9 8% 20 17% 1 1

2006 Jacqueline Jordan-Irvine 1 1 30 75% 4 10% 6 15% 19 32% 0 1

2008 Guadalupe Valdes 1 1 44 75% 5 8% 10 17% 6 9% 0 1

2008 Suzanne Wilson 1 1 35 74% 4 9% 8 17% 19 29% 0 0

2005 Sidney Strauss 1 1 32 74% 1 2% 10 23% 1 2% 0 1

2006 James Gee 1 1 34 74% 3 7% 9 20% 13 22% 0 1

2013 James Spillane 1 1 70 74% 10 11% 15 16% 1 1

2010 Herbert Ginsburg 1 1 39 74% 5 9% 9 17% 1 2% 0 1

2010 Mark R. Wilson 1 1 33 73% 2 4% 10 22% 7 13% 0 1

2007 David Perkins 1 1 38 73% 7 13% 7 13% 7 12% 1 1

2010 Jeanne Brooks-Gunn 1 1 35 73% 5 10% 8 17% 6 11% 0 1

2017 Ofelia Garcia 1 1 80 73% 8 7% 22 20% 0 1

2014 Barbara Schneider 1 1 72 73% 15 15% 12 12% 1 1

2006 Brian Rowan 1 1 32 73% 3 7% 9 20% 15 25% 0 1

2013 Louis Gomez 1 1 69 73% 7 7% 19 20% 0 1

2016 Vivian Gadsden 1 1 82 73% 15 13% 16 14% 0
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2006 David Breneman 1 1 29 73% 7 18% 4 10% 20 33% 0 0

2009 James Heckman 1 1 34 72% 3 6% 10 21% 3 6% 0 1

2007 Kris Gutierrez 1 1 34 72% 6 13% 7 15% 12 20% 0 0

2006 David Perkins 1 1 34 72% 10 21% 3 6% 13 22% 0 0

2008 Marilyn Cochran-Smith 1 1 41 72% 5 9% 11 19% 6 10% 0 1

2012 Jeffrey Henig 1 1 64 72% 7 8% 18 20% 1 1

2006 Marvin Lazerson 1 1 33 72% 7 15% 6 13% 13 22% 0 1

2006 Raymond McDermott 1 1 33 72% 8 17% 5 11% 13 22% 0 0

2014 David Kirp 1 1 71 72% 14 14% 14 14% 0 1

2015 Deanna Kuhn 1 1 85 71% 17 14% 17 14% 0 1

2010 Helen Ladd 1 1 35 71% 2 4% 12 24% 5 9% 0 1

2009 Kris Gutiérrez 1 1 30 71% 5 12% 7 17% 7 14% 1 1

2006 Bill Taylor 1 1 25 71% 8 23% 2 6% 23 40% 0 0

2009 Valerie Lee 1 1 32 71% 3 7% 10 22% 6 12% 0 1

2015 Ron Avi Astor 1 1 84 71% 7 6% 28 24% 0 1

2006 Robert Floden 1 1 36 71% 6 12% 9 18% 7 12% 0 1

2008 Lorraine McDonnell 1 1 45 70% 4 6% 15 23% 5 7% 0 1

2017 Yossi Shavit 1 1 77 70% 16 15% 17 15% 1 1

2010 Susanna Loeb 1 1 23 70% 1 3% 9 27% 20 38% 0 0

2012 P. Lindsay Chase-Lansdale 1 1 62 70% 7 8% 20 22% 0 1

2006 Isabel Beck 1 1 25 69% 4 11% 7 19% 22 38% 0 0

2007 Carl Wieman 1 1 38 69% 2 4% 15 27% 3 5% 0 1

2017 Dorothy Espelage 1 1 75 68% 10 9% 25 23% 0 1

2010 Susan Goldman 1 1 30 68% 5 11% 9 20% 9 17% 1 1

2009 Robert Siegler 1 1 32 68% 2 4% 13 28% 3 6% 0 1

2011 Diana Slaughter-Defoe 1 1 51 68% 11 15% 13 17% 9 11% 0 1

2012 Susanna Loeb 1 1 60 67% 11 12% 18 20% 1 1

2008 Margaret Beale Spencer 1 1 37 67% 1 2% 17 31% 9 14% 0 1

2016 Na'ilah Suad Nasir 1 1 76 67% 12 11% 25 22% 0 1

2015 Carola Suárez-Orozco 1 1 80 67% 13 11% 26 22% 0 1

2015 Anna Sfard 1 1 79 66% 16 13% 24 20% 0 1

2017 A. Wade Boykin 1 1 73 66% 16 15% 21 19% 0 1

2007 Isabel Beck 1 1 35 66% 3 6% 15 28% 4 7% 1 1

2016 Henry Braun 1 1 74 65% 11 10% 28 25% 0 1

2016 David Figlio 1 1 74 65% 10 9% 29 26% 0 1

2016 Edward Silver 1 1 74 65% 10 9% 29 26% 1 1

2008 Hyman Bass 1 1 41 65% 3 5% 19 30% 3 5% 0 1

2007 Kurt Fischer 1 1 33 65% 4 8% 14 27% 8 14% 1 0

2014 Leona Schauble 1 1 64 65% 13 13% 22 22% 1 1

2009 Jeremy Kilpatrick 1 1 31 65% 2 4% 15 31% 3 6% 0 1

2010 Jack Jennings 1 1 29 64% 7 16% 9 20% 7 13% 0 1

2009 Cecilia Rouse 1 1 27 64% 2 5% 13 31% 7 14% 0 1

2013 Hiro Yoshikawa 1 1 61 64% 12 13% 22 23% 0 1

2006 Richard Lehrer 1 1 25 64% 4 10% 10 26% 20 34% 0 0

2010 Penelope Peterson 1 1 32 64% 13 26% 5 10% 5 9% 0 1

2006 Kurt Fischer 1 1 23 64% 8 22% 5 14% 22 38% 0 0

2015 Glynda Hull 1 1 76 64% 9 8% 34 29% 0 1

2007 Daniel Koretz 1 1 30 64% 5 11% 12 26% 11 19% 0 1

2013 Pedro Noguera 1 1 60 63% 20 21% 15 16% 0 1

2012 Jeffrey Mirel 1 1 56 63% 8 9% 25 28% 1 1

2012 Mike Rose 1 1 56 63% 10 11% 23 26% 0 1

2012 Robert Rueda 1 1 56 63% 8 9% 25 28% 0 1

2016 Megan Gunnar 1 1 71 63% 13 12% 29 26% 0 1

2008 Kenneth Zeichner 1 1 35 63% 3 5% 18 32% 8 13% 0 1

2007 Susan Goldman 1 1 30 63% 7 15% 11 23% 10 17% 0 0

2015 K. Tsianina Lomawaima 1 1 74 62% 8 7% 37 31% 1 1

2013 Sarah Freedman 1 1 59 62% 10 11% 26 27% 0 1

2014 Stephen Ceci 1 1 61 62% 14 14% 24 24% 0 1

2014 Charles Clotfelter 1 1 61 62% 14 14% 24 24% 1 1

2008 Greg Duncan 1 1 35 61% 2 4% 20 35% 9 14% 0 1

2009 Michelene Chi 1 1 27 61% 1 2% 16 36% 5 10% 0 1

2010 John Guthrie 1 1 30 61% 8 16% 11 22% 5 9% 0 1

2006 James Spillane 1 1 28 61% 1 2% 17 37% 15 25% 0 0

2012 Lois Weis 1 1 54 61% 11 12% 24 27% 0 1

2012 Roger Weissberg 1 1 54 61% 11 12% 24 27% 0 1

2014 Patricia Gandara 1 1 60 61% 15 15% 24 24% 0 1

2014 Sandra Graham 1 1 60 61% 11 11% 28 28% 0 1

2006 Susan Goldman 1 1 23 61% 3 8% 12 32% 18 32% 0 0

2013 Edgar Epps 1 1 57 60% 16 17% 22 23% 0 1

2009 Paul Black 1 1 27 60% 3 7% 15 33% 4 8% 0 1

2015 Joan Herman 1 1 71 60% 24 20% 24 20% 0 1

2014 Sam Wineburg 1 1 59 60% 18 18% 22 22% 0 1

2012 Ruben Rumbaut 1 1 53 60% 13 15% 23 26% 1 1

2017 Walter Parker 1 1 65 59% 19 17% 26 24% 1 1

2006 Leona Schauble 1 1 23 59% 3 8% 13 33% 19 33% 0 0

2013 Prudence Carter 1 1 56 59% 17 18% 22 23% 0 1

2013 Elizabeth Moje 1 1 56 59% 9 9% 30 32% 1 1

2013 William Tierney 1 1 56 59% 17 18% 22 23% 1 1

2012 Robert Schwartz 1 1 52 58% 20 22% 17 19% 0 0

2016 Charles Brainerd 1 1 66 58% 17 15% 30 27% 0 1

2010 William Tate, IV 1 1 21 58% 5 14% 10 28% 20 36% 0 0

2017 Frank Worrell 1 1 64 58% 20 18% 26 24% 0 1

2009 W. Steven Barnett 1 1 25 58% 3 7% 15 35% 5 10% 0 1

2014 Richard Lehrer 1 1 57 58% 17 17% 25 25% 1 1

2014 Sophia Rabe-Hesketh 1 1 57 58% 16 16% 26 26% 0 1

2014 Noreen Webb 1 1 57 58% 13 13% 29 29% 0 1

2010 Suzanne WIlson 1 1 23 58% 5 13% 12 30% 11 22% 1 0

2007 Charles Clotfelter 1 1 31 57% 3 6% 20 37% 6 10% 0 0

2010 Elizabeth Moje 1 1 20 57% 3 9% 12 34% 19 35% 0 0

2006 Jonathan Zimmerman 1 1 16 57% 1 4% 11 39% 30 52% 0 0

2008 J. Douglas Willms 1 1 33 57% 0 0% 25 43% 7 11% 0 1

2016 Chandra Muller 1 1 64 57% 16 14% 33 29% 0 1

2016 Morton Schapiro 1 1 64 57% 20 18% 29 26% 0 1

2014 Sonia Nieto 1 1 56 57% 14 14% 29 29% 1 1

2012 Anna Neumann 1 1 50 56% 18 20% 21 24% 0 1

2013 Judith Torney-Purta 1 1 53 56% 17 18% 25 26% 0 1

2013 Amy Stuart Wells 1 1 53 56% 20 21% 22 23% 0 1

2014 Pamela Moss 1 1 55 56% 17 17% 27 27% 0 1

2015 Henrietta Mann 1 1 66 55% 17 14% 36 30% 1 1

2015 Carol Camp Yeakey 1 1 66 55% 20 17% 33 28% 0 1

2008 Kathleen McCartney 1 1 31 55% 3 5% 22 39% 9 14% 0 0

2010 Thomas Good 1 1 28 55% 8 16% 15 29% 5 9% 0 1

2016 Estela Mara Bensimon 1 1 62 55% 17 15% 34 30% 0 1

2016 Megan Loef Franke 1 1 62 55% 17 15% 34 30% 0 1

2013 Suzanne Wilson 1 1 52 55% 20 21% 23 24% 1 1

2017 Bryan Brayboy 1 1 60 55% 23 21% 27 25% 1 1

2009 Miriam Ben-Peretz 1 1 25 54% 2 4% 19 41% 5 10% 0 1

2016 Norman Bradburn 1 1 61 54% 22 19% 30 27% 0 1

2016 Diana Pullin 1 1 61 54% 14 12% 38 34% 1 1

2009 Harry Brighouse 1 1 23 53% 2 5% 18 42% 7 14% 0 0

2013 Deborah Vandell 1 1 49 52% 19 20% 27 28% 0 1

2016 Elliot Turiel 1 1 58 51% 21 19% 34 30% 0 1

2010 Russell Rumberger 1 1 21 51% 8 20% 12 29% 11 21% 0 0

2010 Jeffery Henig 1 1 22 51% 5 12% 16 37% 7 14% 0 0

2008 Sonia Nieto 1 1 28 51% 5 9% 22 40% 8 13% 0 0

2014 David Kaplan 1 1 50 51% 23 23% 26 26% 0 1

2010 Bernard Weiner 1 1 23 50% 3 7% 20 43% 5 10% 1 1

2007 William Taylor 1 1 28 50% 6 11% 22 39% 2 3% 0 1

2016 Jonathan Cole 1 1 56 50% 22 19% 35 31% 0 0

2014 William Penuel 1 1 49 49% 19 19% 31 31% 0 0

2014 Edward Silver 1 1 49 49% 19 19% 31 31% 0 0

2012 Arnetha Ball 1 1 44 49% 29 33% 16 18% 0

2012 Larry Rosenstock 1 1 44 49% 19 21% 26 29% 1 0

2014 Ellen Goldring 1 1 48 48% 19 19% 32 32% 0 0

2014 Kenneth Howe 1 1 48 48% 26 26% 25 25% 1 0

2013 Carl Grant 1 1 46 48% 22 23% 27 28% 0 0

2013 K. Tsianina Lomawaima 1 1 46 48% 10 11% 39 41% 0 0

2013 Carlos Torres 1 1 46 48% 14 15% 35 37% 0 0

2010 Richard Riley 1 1 24 48% 19 38% 7 14% 2 4% 0 0

2016 Walter Parker 1 1 54 48% 22 19% 37 33% 0 0

2009 Yossi Shavit 1 1 20 48% 3 7% 19 45% 7 14% 0 0

2014 Carl Grant 1 1 47 47% 21 21% 31 31% 1 0

2014 Okhee Lee 1 1 47 47% 23 23% 29 29% 0 0

2014 Stanton Wortham 1 1 47 47% 22 22% 30 30% 0 0

2007 Jonathan Zimmerman 1 1 16 47% 3 9% 15 44% 24 41% 1 0

2016 Peter Smagorinsky 1 1 53 47% 28 25% 32 28% 0 0

2014 Jennifer O'Day 1 1 46 46% 28 28% 25 25% 1 0

2016 Kevin Welner 1 1 52 46% 27 24% 34 30% 1 0

2010 Kenneth Howe 1 1 21 46% 6 13% 19 41% 10 18% 0 0

2014 Sharon Feiman-Nemser 1 1 45 45% 24 24% 30 30% 1 0

2014 Carlos Torres 1 1 45 45% 21 21% 33 33% 1 0

2007 Ruben Rumbaut 1 1 24 45% 7 13% 22 42% 6 10% 0 0

2016 Joseph Krajcik 1 1 51 45% 28 25% 34 30% 0 0

2016 Nancy Butler Songer 1 1 51 45% 25 22% 37 33% 0 0

2014 Walter Parker 1 1 44 44% 24 24% 31 31% 0 0

2016 Henry Roediger, III 1 1 50 44% 25 22% 38 34% 0 0

2014 Arnetha Ball 1 1 43 43% 29 29% 27 27% 1 0

2014 K. Tsianina Lomawaima 1 1 43 43% 15 15% 41 41% 1 0

2016 Adam Nelson 1 1 49 43% 28 25% 36 32% 0 0

2014 Joseph Murphy 1 1 42 42% 23 23% 34 34% 0 0

2014 Carla O'Connor 1 1 42 42% 22 22% 35 35% 0 0

2014 Daniel Wagner 1 1 42 42% 22 22% 35 35% 0 0

2013 Sharon Feiman-Nemser 1 1 40 42% 22 23% 33 35% 0 0

2017 Stafford Hood 1 1 46 42% 34 31% 30 27% 0 0

2016 Randy Bennett 1 1 47 42% 24 21% 42 37% 0 0

2016 Katherine Schultz 1 1 47 42% 28 25% 38 34% 0 0

2012 Jennifer O'Day 1 1 37 42% 26 29% 26 29% 0 0

2014 Sandy Baum 1 1 40 40% 25 25% 34 34% 0 0

2008 Bernard Weiner 1 1 24 40% 4 7% 32 53% 4 6% 0 0

2016 Bryan Brayboy 1 1 45 40% 28 25% 40 35% 0 0

2016 Felice Levine 1 1 45 40% 41 36% 27 24% 0 0

2016 Christine Sleeter 1 1 44 39% 37 33% 32 28% 0 0

2010 Diana Pullin 1 1 17 39% 12 27% 15 34% 9 17% 0 0

2010 Ruben Rumbaut 1 1 18 38% 6 13% 23 49% 5 10% 1 0

2013 Henrietta Mann 1 1 35 37% 23 24% 37 39% 0 0

2016 Harry O'Neil 1 1 41 36% 32 28% 40 35% 0 0

2016 Gale Sinatra 1 1 41 36% 32 28% 40 35% 0 0

2014 Henrietta Mann 1 1 34 34% 25 25% 40 40% 1 0

2009 Gerhard Fischer 1 1 15 34% 5 11% 24 55% 5 10% 0 0

2015 Peter McLaren 1 1 38 32% 47 39% 34 29% 0 0



Data (http://seda.stanford.edu) 

• Average district-level standardized test scores (on state accountability tests)
• 13,000+ geographic school districts (including local charter schools)

• Grades 3-8

• Math & Reading/English Language Arts (ELA)

• 2009-2016 (13 cohorts of students entering kindergarten in 2000 – 2012)

• By race/ethnicity and economic disadvantage

• Based on ~330,000,000 test scores

• Scores are placed on common scale across states, years, and grades

• Demographic data 
• Family characteristics (of families with children in public schools)

• From American Community Survey (ACS)



















Interpreting average test scores

•Average scores in grade 3 describe opportunities prior 
to 3rd grade (early childhood experiences and early 
elementary school experiences)

• The average growth rate of scores from grades 3-8 
largely reflects opportunities provided by schools











How does educational opportunity vary 
within communities?

•Do local communities provide unequal opportunities 
to different groups of students?

•Do these differences occur because of differences in 
school-based opportunities?





















What role does schooling play in educational inequality?

• It depends on where you are:
• Schools are equalizing in some places;
• In other places, schools exacerbate inequality;
• And in some inequality changes little during the schooling 

years.

• Segregation (economic segregation) is the strongest 
predictor of how unequally schools provide 
opportunities



School poverty and academic performance

• These analyses do not identify segregation mechanisms

• They indicate that school poverty is the best proxy for, or is 
most proximal to, the operative mechanisms of segregation

• Other forms of segregation (residential, racial, between-district) 
may operate through differential exposure to school poverty

• These results do not imply “peer effects” (though they might): 
High-poverty schools may be lower-quality for many reasons:
• hard to attract most skilled teachers; 
• less parental social/political capital, 
• lower peer achievement may affect curriculum/instruction, etc.)



Stanford Education Data Archive (SEDA)
• Available at http://seda.stanford.edu

• These data exist thanks to the following people:

Ross Santy, Michael Hawes, Marilyn Seastrom, Jennifer Davies (US Dept. of Education)
Andrew Ho (Harvard University)
Demetra Kalogrides, Kenneth Shores, Ben Shear, Erin Fahle, Richard DiSalvo, Jenny 
Buontempo (Stanford University)

• Funding support from
Institute of Education Sciences
Spencer Foundation
William T. Grant Foundation
Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation
Overdeck Family Foundation



for more information:

Stanford Education Data Archive (SEDA)

(https:\\seda.stanford.edu) 

sean.reardon@stanford.edu
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Educational opportunity in historical context
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Topics of Expert Advice on Parenting, 1900-1985
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