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After the U.S. House of Representatives 
passed the bipartisan Strength in Diversity 
Act in September 2020, we began to think 
about which school districts might benefit 
the most from these resources. The Act, if 
passed by both houses of Congress this year 
and signed into law, would provide planning 
and implementation grants to districts, 
groups of districts, and states for efforts to 
increase racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic 
integration or to stabilize existing diversity. 
Importantly, the Act is structured to be 
flexible to local needs.

Based on the similar “Opening Doors, 
Expanding Opportunities” grants program 
canceled in 2017 by then-Secretary of 
Education Betsy DeVos, we expect interest 
from larger school districts that are grappling 
with segregation and diversity, including 
suburban districts that have experienced 
recent demographic change.1

1 See Kalyn Belsha, "Dozens of School Districts Applied 
to an Obama-Era Integration Program Before Trump 
Officials Axed It. Since Then, Many Plans Have Gone 
Nowhere," Chalkbeat, Dec. 2, 2019; Kalyn Belsha, 
"Here’s What 17 School Districts Said They’d Do with 
Federal Funding for School Integration," Chalkbeat, Dec. 
3, 2019. Five school districts that applied for “Opening 
Doors” grants are among those we determine to be 
diverse but segregated: Broward County (FL) Public 
Schools, Indianapolis (IN) Public Schools, Montgomery 
County (MD) Public Schools, Oakland (CA) Unified School 

Where are these districts – and how can they 
benefit from the Strength in Diversity Act? 

To identify districts in terms of their level 
of need, in this brief we look at two parallel 
indicators in districts with over 5,000 
students – diversity and segregation, using 
fourth grade student data from the National 
Center for Education Statistics (NCES). 
First, we assess the degree of racial/ethnic 
diversity within each school district across 
four of the most predominant racial and 
ethnic groups2 – white, Black, Hispanic/
Latino,3 and Asian/Pacific Islander.4 The 
highest scoring district on this metric, called 
Theil Entropy Diversity, would have the most 
equal balance across all four of these groups 
– a true multi-group district. As detailed 
below, the exemplar for this measure is Fort 
Bend (TX), a highly diverse school district in 
suburban Houston.

We then compare the most diverse districts 
(those in the upper quintile of multi-group 

District, and Wichita (KS) Public Schools. These are 
districts that have previously expressed a desire for 
greater integration and that have a need for it.
2 These are non-overlapping categories.
3 "Hispanic or Latino" is the usage employed by the 
National Center for Education Statistics (NCES). 
Following NCES, we use that same terminology here.
4 In this report, Asian/Pacific Islander students include 
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander students.

INTRODUCTION: WHO NEEDS THE STRENGTH IN DIVERSITY ACT?

https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/2639/text
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/2639/text
https://www2.ed.gov/programs/odeo/index.html
https://www2.ed.gov/programs/odeo/index.html
https://www.chalkbeat.org/2019/12/2/21121866/dozens-of-school-districts-applied-to-an-obama-era-integration-program-before-trump-officials-axed-i
https://www.chalkbeat.org/2019/12/2/21121866/dozens-of-school-districts-applied-to-an-obama-era-integration-program-before-trump-officials-axed-i
https://www.chalkbeat.org/2019/12/2/21121866/dozens-of-school-districts-applied-to-an-obama-era-integration-program-before-trump-officials-axed-i
https://www.chalkbeat.org/2019/12/2/21121866/dozens-of-school-districts-applied-to-an-obama-era-integration-program-before-trump-officials-axed-i
https://www.chalkbeat.org/2019/12/2/21121864/here-s-what-17-school-districts-said-they-d-do-with-federal-funding-for-school-integration
https://www.chalkbeat.org/2019/12/2/21121864/here-s-what-17-school-districts-said-they-d-do-with-federal-funding-for-school-integration
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diversity) to a second index, an indicator of 
the district’s racial/ethnic segregation across 
schools called the Theil Information Theory 
Index. We use the top two quintiles from this 
index to depict segregation, resulting in a list 
of larger districts that are both highly diverse 
among multiple groups and significantly 
segregated across elementary schools. 

Some districts may be diverse for two 
groups but not all four, and as a result may 
have the potential for enhanced dual-group 
integration. Because of this, we repeat 
this approach for districts with significant 
diversity and segregation across only two 
racial groups, specifically Black-white and 
Hispanic/Latino-white. We also compute 
the same two indices using data on free or 
reduced price lunch (FRPL) eligible students 
to get at the question of socioeconomic 
segregation.

While we acknowledge that segregation often 
occurs between school districts,5 this brief 
identifies a set of districts that possess 
the necessary student diversity within their 
boundaries to achieve more integrated 
schools within district lines. The results 
of our analysis demonstrate the need and 
tremendous potential for the Strength in 
Diversity Act to help advance integration and 
educational equity in districts across the 
country. 
 
COMPUTING INDICES OF DIVERSITY 
AND SEGREGATION 

We compute a multi-group segregation 
measure for school districts called the Theil 
Information Theory Index.6 To paraphrase 

5 See e.g., Charles T. Clotfelter, "Public School 
Segregation in Metropolitan Areas," Land Economics 75, 
no. 4 (Nov. 1999).
6 For more information, including mathematical formulas 
for computing the indices, see: John Iceland, “The Multi-
group Entropy Index (Also Known as Theil’s H or the 

Iceland (2004), the Theil index can be 
interpreted as the difference between 
student racial/ethnic diversity of the 
school district and the weighted average 
student racial/ethnic diversity of individual 
schools.7 In other words, this is a multi-
group measure of “evenness,” in that it 
captures how evenly racial/ethnic groups of 
students are distributed among a district’s 
schools.8 "Diversity scores"9 are used in the 
calculation of the Theil segregation index 
and, as Iceland (2004) points out, measure 
the extent to which several racial/ethnic 
groups are present in a district, regardless 
of their distribution across schools. They 
achieve their highest value when all groups 
are equally represented in a district. A 
district could score highly on both the 
diversity and segregation metrics, which 
would occur when a district has substantial 
enrollment of all racial/ethnic groups but 
students attend separate schools. As noted 
above, we calculate these indices using 
2018-19 school-level data on fourth grade 
enrollments from the NCES Common Core 
of Data.10 We also report two additional 
categorical variables that are generated by 
sorting all district values on the indexes into 
four ordered groups, ranging from “Very Low” 
to “Low” to "High” to “Very High.”11

Information Theory Index),” U.S. Census Bureau (Dec. 
2004).
7 This difference is then expressed as a share of the 
total district-level diversity. 
8 Racial or ethnic groups are less evenly distributed 
among schools in a district, and segregation is 
measured as higher by the Theil index when there is 
a wider divergence between the overall diversity in 
a district and the average diversity of the district’s 
schools. The index ranges from 0, when all schools 
have the same racial/ethnic composition as the district 
(integrated), to 1, when all schools have one group 
(segregated).
9 Also referred to as Theil Entropy Diversity scores.
10 We download these data using the R library of the 
Urban Institute’s Education Data Portal. 
11 This is similar to the method undertaken by the 
Brandeis team creating the Child Opportunity Index 
2.0, here. The category thresholds are based on the 
distribution of the respective index, weighted by total 
fourth grade enrollment so that each ordered category 

https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/demo/about/housing-patterns/multigroup_entropy.pdf
https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/demo/about/housing-patterns/multigroup_entropy.pdf
https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/demo/about/housing-patterns/multigroup_entropy.pdf
https://www.diversitydatakids.org/research-library/research-brief/how-we-built-it


Strength in Diversity Brief #1 | Most Diverse, But Segregated, Large School Districts in the U.S. page 4 

This brief focuses analytical attention on 
179 school districts across 37 states that 
we identify as both diverse and segregated 
on these indices. First, school districts are 
narrowed to those categorized as “Very High 
Diversity” and that have combined Black or 
Hispanic/Latino student enrollments under 
90 percent. Second, we further narrow to 
school districts that obtain scores on the 
Theil index that place them into the “High” or 
“Very High” segregation categories. 

Table 1 reports districts identified in this 
manner using our multi-group12 indicators, 
whereas Table 2 and Table 3 report school 
districts identified using, respectively, Black-
white13 and Hispanic/Latino-white14 dual-
group indicators.15 

has approximately 25 percent of fourth grade students in 
all districts nationally. Since districts differ in enrollment, 
the four groups contain different numbers of districts.
12 Multi-group Theil and diversity indicators are those 
computed for Black, Hispanic/Latino, white, and Asian/
Pacific Islander fourth grade students. Districts in this 
table fall into the “Very High” category on the multi-group 
diversity metric and the “High” or “Very High” categories 
on the multi-group Theil index.
13 Table 2 reports districts identified using the Black-
white dual-group indices. These districts: (1) obtain 
scores on the multi-group diversity index that place them 
outside the “Very High” category, (2) obtain scores on 
the Black-white diversity index that place them in the 
“Very High” category, (3) have over 50 percent combined 
Black or white fourth grade student enrollments, (4) have 
district shares of Black or white fourth grade student 
enrollment that are at least five percentage points higher 
than the district share of Hispanic/Latino or white fourth 
grade student enrollment, and (5) obtain scores on the 
Black-white Theil index that place them in either the 
“High” or “Very High” categories. 
14 Table 3 reports districts identified using the Hispanic/
Latino-white dual-group indices. These districts: (1) 
obtain scores on the multi-group diversity index that 
place them outside the “Very High” category, (2) obtain 
scores on the Hispanic/Latino-white diversity index that 
place them in the “Very High” category, (3) have over 
50 percent combined Hispanic/Latino or white fourth 
grade student enrollments, (4) have district shares of 
Hispanic/Latino or white fourth grade student enrollment 
that are at least five percentage points higher than the 
district share of Black or white fourth grade student 
enrollment, and (5) obtain scores on the Hispanic/
Latino-white Theil index that place them in either the 
“High” or “Very High” categories.
15 We compute the multi-group (Black, white, Hispanic/
Latino, and Asian/Pacific Islander) and dual-group (Black-
white and Hispanic/Latino-white) Theil and diversity 
indexes for school districts by applying the Stata “seg” 

We also compute a dual-group Theil index 
for free or reduced price lunch eligible and 
ineligible students. This measure is a rough 
estimate for socioeconomic segregation, 
and is reported in the three tables with its 
categories (Very Low to Very High).16 

Tables 1-3 also provide information regarding 
school district enrollment17 – total enrollment 
(all grades), total fourth grade enrollment, 
and fourth graders by race/ethnicity, and 
district percentages of school-aged children 
in poverty.18 

Finally, while we compute the indexes and 
their categorical levels for school districts 
of all sizes, Tables 1-3 include districts with 
total student enrollments of 5,000 and 
above.

command to these NCES data. The “seg” command 
was created by Sean Reardon and Joseph Townsend. 
We include a school in our analysis if it has fourth 
grade students enrolled. Several categories of schools 
are excluded: charter schools, “Other/alternative”, 
“Special education,” or “Vocational” schools, and "Full 
Virtual" schools and "Virtual with Face to Face Options." 
Furthermore, we compute the multi-group and dual-
group Theil and diversity metrics for all districts, but 
our analysis excludes districts categorized by NCES as 
“elementary” or “primary." 
16 The NCES free or reduced price lunch data are 
reported for all grades in a school. Therefore, these 
indices also pertain to all grades. We once again employ 
the 2018-19 NCES CCD data. Category thresholds  
are based on the distribution of the respective index, 
weighted by total district enrollment in schools with 
fourth graders.
17 All district enrollment totals exclude the following 
schools: charter schools, “Other/alternative,” “Special 
education," or “Vocational” schools, and "Full Virtual" 
schools and "Virtual with Face to Face Options."
18 Tables 1 through 3 also report an estimated share 
of children in poverty in the district using data from the 
2018 Small Area Income and Poverty Estimates (SAIPE) 
program. See here for more information: https://www.
census.gov/programs-surveys/saipe.html.

https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/saipe.html
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/saipe.html
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FINDINGS

1. Highly diverse and highly segregated multi-
ethnic and multi-racial districts

Table 1 lists and provides information about 
the 91 large school districts that have both 
diverse and segregated enrollments of 
Black, white, Hispanic/Latino and Asian/
Pacific Islander fourth grade students, as 
indicated by multi-group Theil segregation 
and diversity indices.19 These districts have 
total enrollments for all grades ranging 
from 5,027 to 323,278 students,20 with a 
median enrollment of approximately 35,000. 
Enrollments of fourth graders span from 
398 to 24,239 students,21 with a median 
of about 2,800. The estimated share of 
children age 5 to 17 in poverty22 in these 
91 districts ranges from 3 percent to 40.5 
percent,23 with a median of 16.1 percent. 

19 In combination, these 91 districts score as “Very High 
Diversity” and either “Very High Segregation” or “High 
Segregation.”
20 Hamden School District (CT) has 5,027 students and 
Clark County School District (NV) has an enrollment of 
323,278.
21 Hamden School District (CT) has 398 fourth grade 
students and Clark County School District (NV) has 
24,239.
22 Data from SAIPE 2018.
23 Loudoun County Public Schools (VA) has an estimated 
share of children age 5 to 17 in poverty of 3 percent, 
and Syracuse City School District (NY) has a share of 
40.5 percent.

The median school district in Table 1 has 
approximately 23 percent Black fourth 
grade students, 31 percent white fourth 
grade students, 28 percent Hispanic/Latino 
fourth grade students, and 8 percent Asian/
Pacific Islander fourth grade students.24 Fort 
Bend Independent School District (TX) is 
the highest rated district on the multi-group 
diversity index in Table 1, and its racial/
ethnic fourth grade student composition is 
very even: 1,473 Black, 985 white, 1,489 
Hispanic/Latino, and 1,537 Asian/Pacific 
Islander. Similarly, St. Paul Public School 
District (MN) is another highly ranked district 
on diversity in Table 1, and has 725 Black 
fourth graders, 565 white fourth graders, 
429 Hispanic/Latino fourth graders and 807 
Asian/Pacific Islander fourth graders.

These same diverse districts in Table 1 are 
also very segregated. For instance, there 
are 39 school districts with “Very High” 

24 These shares do not add up to 100 percent as the 
four race/ethnic categories are not exhaustive. In 
absolute numbers, the median district in Table 1 has 
536 Black fourth graders, 769 white fourth graders, 
776 Hispanic/Latino fourth graders, 293 Asian/Pacific 
Islander fourth graders. By comparison, the median 
large school district in the country is much less diverse 
in terms of fourth grade racial composition: 7.5 percent 
Black, 51 percent white, 17 percent Hispanic/Latino, 
and 2 percent Asian/Pacific Islander.

The 179 districts identified across Tables 1-3 are ones that may benefit from the 
Strength in Diversity Act insofar as their significant in-district student diversity is 
considerably segregated across schools. As noted, the districts in the tables reflect a 
specific intersection of values on our two primary indexes – they score as "Very High"  
on their respective diversity index and "High" or "Very High" on their respective 
segregation index. Districts are sorted by their diversity index scores, in descending order. 
Below are several brief descriptive summaries of information pulled from the tables. 
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multi-racial segregation in Table 1, with 
the other 52 districts scoring as “High” 
segregation. The district with the highest 
segregation index value25 in Table 1 – Fulton 
County School District (GA) – is ranked 61st 
out of 294 “Very High Diversity” districts, 
with 2,841 Black fourth grade students, 
1,797 white fourth grade students, 1,130 
Hispanic/Latino fourth grade students, 
and 722 Asian/Pacific Islander fourth 
grade students. Furthermore, the racially 
segregated districts in Table 1 are also 
socioeconomically segregated, with 71 of 
91 districts scoring as High or Very High on 
a Theil segregation index for free or reduced 
price lunch eligibility. 

For comparison, there are 68 large school 
districts with “Very High” multi-group diversity 
and “Very Low” multi-group segregation. The 
five most diverse of these districts are Utica 
City School District (NY), Malden School 
District (MA), Schenectady City School 
District (NY), Natomas Unified School District 
(CA), and Piscataway Township School 
District (NJ). Utica City scores very low 
on the Theil multi-racial segregation index 
and has a diverse composition of fourth 
graders, with 216 Black students, 227 white 
students, 178 Hispanic/Latino students and 
144 Asian/Pacific Islander students.

2. Highly diverse and highly segregated 
Black-white districts

Table 2 makes use of the dual-group Black-
white Theil segregation and diversity indices 
to give data for the 35 large districts that 
are diverse (“Very High Diversity”) but 
segregated (“High Segregation” or “Very 
High Segregation”) for Black and white fourth 
grade students. Total enrollments for these 
districts span from a low of 5,486 to a high 

25 Overall, ranked 7th out of 152 “Very High Segregation” 
districts.

of 94,711, with a median of 18,233.26 By 
contrast, fourth grade enrollments have a 
low of 361 students and a high of 7,490, 
with a median of 1,354.27 Shares of school 
aged children in poverty range from a low of 
9 percent to a high of 36.7 percent,28 with a 
median of just below 24 percent. 

The median school district in Table 2 has 
about 40 percent Black and 41 percent 
white fourth graders.29 For instance, Iberia 
Parish School District (LA) is among the 
highest scoring on the dual-group Black-white 
diversity index, and has 442 Black fourth 
grade students and 448 white fourth grade 
students. Similarly, Troup County School 
District (GA) has 421 Black fourth graders 
and 392 White fourth graders. 

The diverse districts in Table 2 are also 
segregated, with 13 of 35 falling into the 
“Very High” category on the Black-white Theil 
segregation index, and the other 22 districts 

26 Lincoln Parish School District (LA) has a total 
enrollment of 5,486 and Jefferson County School District 
(KY) has an enrollment of 94,711.
27 Lincoln Parish School District (LA) has a fourth grade 
enrollment of 361 and Jefferson County School District 
(KY) has a fourth grade enrollment of 7,490.
28 Madison County School District (MS) has an estimated 
share of children age 5 to 17 in poverty of 9 percent, 
and Iberia Parish School District (LA) has a share of 36.7 
percent.
29 In absolute numbers, the median district in Table 2 
has 463 Black fourth graders, 505 white fourth graders, 
121 Hispanic/Latino fourth graders, 22 Asian/Pacific 
Islander fourth graders.
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obtaining “Very High” scores. For example, 
the Mobile County (AL) School District has 
a “Very High” score on the Black-white 
segregation index while also having similar 
underlying district totals of Black (2,126) and 
white (1,736) fourth graders. Furthermore, 
18 of 35 racially segregated districts (Black-
white) are socioeconomically segregated.

3. Highly diverse and highly segregated 
Hispanic/Latino-white districts

As above, Table 3 employs the dual-group 
Hispanic/Latino-white Theil segregation 
and diversity metrics to show the 53 large 
districts that are diverse but segregated 
for Hispanic/Latino and white fourth grade 
students. Of the districts in Table 3, the 
lowest total enrollment is 5,068 students 
and the highest is 81,972.30 The median 
total enrollment for the 53 districts is 
17,632 students. Looking at fourth grade 
enrollment, these districts range from a low 
of 384 students to a high of 6,002, with 
a median of 1,210.31 Estimated shares of 
children age 5 to 17 in poverty in these 
districts range from 4.6 to 22.5 percent, with 
a median of 14.4 percent.32 

The median school district in Table 3 has 
about 42 percent Hispanic/Latino and 
approximately 43 percent white fourth grade 
students.33 Birdville Independent School 
District (TX) ranks the highest on the dual-
group Hispanic/Latino-white diversity index, 

30 Marshalltown Community School District (IA) has a 
total enrollment of 5,068 students, and Lee County 
School District (FL) has a total enrollment of 81,792.
31 Cotati-Rohnert Park Unified School District (CA) has 
a fourth grade enrollment of 384 students, while Lee 
County School District (FL) has a fourth grade enrollment 
of 6,002.
32 Livermore Valley Joint Unified School District (CA) has 
an estimated share of children age 5 to 17 in poverty 
of 4.6 percent and Wichita Falls Independent School 
District (TX) has a share of 22.5 percent.
33 In absolute numbers, the median district in Table 3 
has 45 Black fourth graders, 534 white fourth graders, 
475 Hispanic/Latino fourth graders, 73 Asian/Pacific 
Islander fourth graders.

and has 737 Hispanic/Latino fourth graders 
and 737 white fourth graders. Similarly, 
Novato Unified School District (CA) ranks 
highly and has 214 white and 211 Hispanic/
Latino fourth grade students. 

As above, districts in Table 3 are both 
diverse and segregated, with 10 of 53 
categorized as “Very High” on the Hispanic/
Latino-white Theil segregation index. The 
other 43 districts fall into the “High” 
segregation category. For example, Newport-
Mesa (CA) Unified School District has almost 
equal numbers of Hispanic/Latino (661) 
and white (598) fourth graders distributed in 
a very segregated pattern across schools. 
Finally, 35 of 53 racially segregated districts 
(Hispanic/Latino-white) in Table 3 are also 
socioeconomically segregated.

Geography

Map 1 shows the state totals of diverse but 
segregated school districts using the multi-
group indexes: the 29 states in pink have at 
least one large school district scoring “Very 
High” diversity and “Very High” or “High” 
segregation. States from most regions of the 
country appear, suggesting wide applicability 
for Strength in Diversity funding, especially 
when using multiple races and ethnicities to 
gauge diversity and segregation. 

By contrast, a different geographic pattern 
emerges when using the dual-group indexes. 
When looking at the Black-white indexes 
in Map 2, diverse but segregated school 
districts are concentrated in 16 states in the 
South and upper Midwest, with Louisiana 
having 8 districts alone. When looking at 
the Hispanic/Latino-white indexes in Map 
3, diverse but segregated school districts 
are found in 23 states. More districts are 
located in western and southwestern states 
than in the previous two maps.
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MAP 1: DIVERSE, BUT SEGREGATED, SCHOOL DISTRICTS BY STATE (MULTI-GROUP)
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MAP 2: DIVERSE, BUT SEGREGATED, SCHOOL DISTRICTS BY STATE (BLACK-WHITE)
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MAP 3: DIVERSE, BUT SEGREGATED, SCHOOL DISTRICTS BY STATE (HISPANIC/LATINO-WHITE)
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