ONE

Welcome to Rolling Acres

Rolling Acres is a promised land.! It is a manicured suburb nestled in the
midwestern United States that features a well-run and -resourced school
district. Rolling Acres is the type of school district that families move
to because of its strong reputation for nurturing student learners. In any
given year the district receives national academic accolades by graduat-
ing National Merit Scholars and extracurricular praise when its bands are
invited to perform on the national stage; its schools showcase their ethnic
diversity by hosting “International Nights™ to which families bring foods
from their ancestral homelands. To most eyes, Rolling Acres and its public
schools are what many U.S. schools—both urban and suburban—desire
to be. However, this is not the full reality of Rolling Acres and its schools.
In the early 2000s, I attended the commencement ceremony at one of
the high schools in the Rolling Acres Public Schools (RAPS) district. Dur-
ing the ceremony I heard white families cheering loudly as the college des-
tinations of the graduates were announced from the dais: they ranged from
Harvard to Bates to the University of Michigan. These cheers for white
graduating seniors at times drowned out the announcements of their black
classmates’ next steps. Those included local community colleges, work
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p[ans, mi[itary service, and less-selective co[leges. Just as the cheers served
to cover up the divergent lives of black and white youth, many of the mech-
anisms that breed inequality in Rolling Acres remain concealed. Although
considerable attention has been paid to gross inequalities between inner-
city and suburban schools, too little research has interrogated ineq_ua[fty
in suburban areas.” As suburban school districts become more racially and
economically diverse, understanding how they respond_ to diverse families
is essential to understanding future paths to equality.

Districts like Rolling Acres are consistently confronted with questions
such as: How can we provide a quality education to racially and economi-
cally diverse families? If we have ample financial resources, why do we still
see educational disparities? What programmatic or policy changes will
reduce observable disparities in our students’ educational experiences? How
do differences in family background relate to observed disparities? And
how can we respond to demographic changes in ways that accommodate
long-time residents and new arrivals? These questions remain inadequately
addressed both by current discussions in education policy and by sociologi-
cal theorizing about educational inequality. With this book I offer some
answers based on a careful ethnography of education in a desegregated sub-
urban setting.

Although Rolling Acres contains many of the resources that are typi-
cally associated with positive student achievement, these resources seldom
trickle down to the district’s economic and racial minorities. Through mul-
tiple mechanisms (e.g., social networks, school-to-home communication,
teacher beliefs, and others) the resources of Rolling Acres are not only fun-
neled away from minorities; they are leveraged by affluent white families to
gain greater educational advantages for their children. By building on and
cha[[enging past work on educational inequaliry, I hope to c[ariFy why the
presence or availability of resources does not necessarily mean that those
resources are accessible to everyone, and why we must look beyond individ-
ual or group orientations and instead look at the relations between groups
and within schools. I explore the micro-level interactions between school
stafl, teachers, parents, and students and link them to broader macro issues
such as racial ideologies and the formation of contemporary equal opportu-
nity policies. The result is an intricate web of relations and dynamics that
weaves together race and social class and reproduces disparities in student

educational experiences in both subtle and overt ways.
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SUBURBAN SCHOOL INEQUALITY

While researchers debate whether resources matter and to what extent
they influence school achievement, laypeople are at near consensus that
resources matter.” Over the past forty years, many African-Americans have
migrated to suburban locations with the hope of sending their children
to higher—qua[ity schools. Historically, suburban schools have been bet-
ter resourced than their inner-city peers and have become known for their
diverse DH:EI'iI'lg.S and Col[ege preparatory curriculums. All of these features
have made districts like Roﬂing Acres highly desirable among families who
want to give their children an early life advanrage. Despite these opportuni-
ties, gaining access to the educational resources of a district is not always
straightforward, particu[aﬂy for black families.

In Ro[ling Acres, different social worlds collide, and the puzzle of edu-
cational eq_uality remains unsolved. For decades, Rolling Acres has spent
increasing amounts of money in the hope of reducing educational inequal-
ity and improving the educational experiences of all families; but there
remain seemingly intransigent race and social-class gaps. Although RAPS
is a land of plenty, Roﬂfng Acres residents engage in stiff competition to
get their children the best teachers, sign them up for extracurricular activi-
ties, and g[ean insider information with the goal of creating an id}rﬂfc edu-
cational experience for them. On its face, the same resources are readﬂy
available to all students, but upon closer examination one sees that access to
these resources is not equal, particulaﬂy for racial and economic minorities.
These differences in resource access are not based simply on disparities in
provision; access is influenced b}' differences in farnily backgrounds, insti-
tutional reception {(how schools receive families and their requests), and
interactions between families.

To illustrate, imagine that a school’s science scores on the state standard-
ized test arrive and the scores of black students are lower than those of white
students. While the gap in average scores might not be not surprising, the
district notes that the gap between black and white students had declined for
neatly ten years, but for the past three years that progress has stalled. There
are mounting pressures from local, state, and federal authorities to “close the
gap." In response, some proactive school district members propose creating a
“S:ltuI'C].a}' Science Academy” that will target both black and white students,

with the goal of raising science scores. It will be an extracurricular program
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designed to increase access to science and technology and provide hands-on
instruction in a small-classroom environment. An announcement about the
creation of the Saturday Science Academy is then sent to all families in the
target school. Parents are invited to sign up online or to mail program atten-
dance requests back to the school. After the final enrollment is tallied, it is
discovered that the enrollees come disproportionateiy from white families,
particularly middle-class and affluent families. This is a common dilemma
among schools and districts that have attempted to close achievement gaps,
particularly in racially and economically diverse settings. District staffs are
often left wondering why and how some families take advantage of the avail-
able resources and other families do not.

SOCIAL-CLASS-BASED EXPLANATIONS

Researchers Annette Lareau and John Ogbu have offered two influential
theories of processes that influence educational inequality in suburban dis-
tricts like Roiiiﬂg Acres; however, I do not believe that either approach
adequatei}' explains the processes that occur in such piaces.4 Social repro-
duction theorists such as Lareau may expiain the observed disparities in
program enrollees as directiy tied to social class, particuiari}r the role of
cultural capitai and the aiignment of norms between families and schools.
Lareau suggested in Home Advantage that differences in parental participa-
tion were driven by differences in families’ social class.” Based on an eth-
nographic analysis of white families in two predominantly white schools,
Lareau applied Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of cultural capital and argued that
middle-class families possessed cultural repertoires that aiigned with the
norms of schools and thus contributed to favorable social relations and
higher levels of school engagement. This middle-class cultural capitai was
the foil to low-income and wori{iﬂg—ciass cultural capitai, which did not
aiign with school norms and led to tense social relations and low levels of
parental engagement at their schools. Lareau’s work importantly argues that
differences in parentai engagement are not based in differences in familial
desire; instead rhey are rooted in mismatches between cultural toolkits and
institutional arrangements.

Later, Lareau extended her social-class-based arguments in the now

seminal book Umequatf Childboods. She continued to examine the role of
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cultural capita[, not on[y in connection to schools but also in other formal
institutions. Based on observations of twelve families—six white, five black,
and one interracial—she argues that two coherent patterns of class-based
child-rearing strategies were observable: “concerted cultivation” and “natu-
ral growth." These two patterns of child rearing, in her view, demonstrare
the signfﬁcance of social class, which she believes ec[fpses the power of race
to explain current and future inequalities between groups. She observed
these social-class-based differences at three junctures: the investment of
parents in extracurricular activities for youth, parental engagement with
school professionals, and communication between parents and children at
home.

“Concerted cultivation” is practiced by middle-class families and is often
characterized by the enrollment of children in structured extracurricular
activities with adult supervision. These organized activities then assist in
the development of positive experiences, dfspositions, and networks with
adult authoriry ﬁgures and formal institutions. In addition, Lareau argues
that parents who practice concerted cultivation have generally positive and
strong relationships with authority figures and formal institutions.” As a
result, those parents are able to engage institutions and often achieve their
desired results. These socialization experiences serve as fields of learning
where their children develop cultural capital that proves to be advantageous
in school, at the doctor’s office, and in any number of other formal spaces,
allowing those with middle-class standing to ultimately replicate or even
advance their position.

In contrast, says Lareau, families that practice the “natural grc-wrh”
method of child rearing are working class or poor and have children who
are less engaged in formal extracurricular activities and have less favor-
able relationships with formal institutions and authority figures. Children
reared in this way tend to engage in unstructured play after school and
often do not participate in formal Drganized activities like sports; they
thus have fewer opportunities than children reared by concerted cultiva-
tion to develop positive rapport with adult authority figures. Lareau also
argues that, because parents who practice the natural growth method of
child rearing also often do not have positive relations with authority fig-
ures, they are lfke[y to socialize their children to replfcate a contrarian or
non-empowered engagement of authority. As a result, these children and

families have fewer positive experiences engaging schools, medical facilities,
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and other institutions than their concerted cultivation counterparts. Lareau
argues that natural growth families thus do not actualize their putative
stocks of cultural capital in the form of favorable institutional returns, thus
replicating their lower position in the social hierarchy.

If one applies Lareau’s theory to the case of the Saturday Science Acad-
emy, one might assume those who signed up for the Academy were con-
certed cultivators, but this would likely not be fully accurate. First, while
Lareau’s concepts of concerted cultivation and natural growth are parsimo-
nious illustrations of how cultural ::apital operates, the}' are dfspositional—
meaning that people’s actions are based on their attitudes and orientations
and not necessarily determined by the dynamics of social interaction—and
thus overlook the importance of relations between groups. Charles Tilly
argues, ttDisp-::osi‘u:i-::-nal accounts simﬂarly posit coherent entities—in this
case more often individuals than any others—but explain the action of
those entities by means of their orientations just before the point of action.™
While disposirions toward child rearing and institutions matter, interac-
tions with institutions, and between families, are critical to understanding
why some families are oversubscribed to the Saturday Academy and others
are undersubscribed.

Second, for Lareau’s model to account for the observed dispafities, race
and social class would need to be nearly perfectly correlated. However, this
is not the case nationally or in Rolling Acres. The majority of white fami-
lies are middle class or above, but there are also middle-class black fami-
lies and working-class white families. It is important to note that Lareau
does have black middle-class families in her sample, but these families are
drawn from a private school using a snowball sample—a type of sample
based on families referring other families—which tends to make responses
non-random and representative. As [ discuss in chaprer 4, this likely mis=
represents the role of race and eliminates relational analysis possibilities.
The overlap between social-class and racial categories problematizes a par-
simonious tale of engagement based simply on social class. The inclusion in
her model of black and white middle-class families who send their children
to the same schools would help elucidate the tensions in—or limits of—her
model in a setting like Rolling Acres.

Third, Lareau underestimates the role of race in her explanations of
differences in institutional engagement. She argues that race plays a small
secondary role to social class. She writes, “While race did have situational
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consequences for some youths, the power of social class was striking for
all.™ She categorizes race as situationally relevant and therefore meaning-
ful only in moments of interracial conflict. In further examples in Unequal
Childboods and other work, she identifies these moments of situational
relevance as occasions when black families perceive racial discrimination.”
Lareau’s constellation does not consider how white families’ whiteness
serves as an advanrage, which makes her identification of race selective and
misspecified. Social constructionist perspectives on race have stressed its
importance not only for racial minorities but also for racial majorities.!
U[timately, Lareau’s scholarship and model under-theorize the role of race

and oven-pr'lvﬂege the role of social class.

RACE-BASED EXPLANATIONS

John Ogbu’s Cultural E.cologica[ Model (CEM) is a wid.ely popular exp[a—
nation for differences in educational engagement and could be applied to
the case of the Saturday Science Academy." The CEM was developed from
Ogbu’s work with Signithia Fordham in a predominantly black high school
in Washingtoﬂ, D.C.»2 Ogbu argued that black youth took on an oppo-
sitional culture characterized ]:)y academic disengagemeﬂt and heightened
attempts to gain peer acceptance. Ogbu would likel}r explain the lack of
black enrollment in the Saturday Science Academy through two mecha-
nisms: perceived barriers to mobﬂiry and racial aﬂegianee. Ogbu argues
that black children see the race-related barriers that black adults have faced
and that these barriers sfgﬂal to the children that the traditional opportu-
nity system is not open to blacks. In response, youth increase their sense
of racial a[[egianee and so[ic[ariry and disengage from school because rhey
identify domains like schooling as a pathway for white mobility, not black
mobility. He argues that this cumulatfve[y leads to disengagement from
schooling.

In the late 1990s, Ogbu was invited to the suburb of Shaker Heights,
Ohio, by concerned black middle-class parents. The parents had observed
disparities in their children’s treatment at school and academic perfor-
mance between blacks and whites and enlisted his scholarship to gener-
ate answers. The results of his research in Shaker Heights were published
posthumously in the book Black American Students in an Aﬁumr Swburb,
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Ogbu concludes that the CEM, which he originaiiy observed in a segre-
gated poor school, is in operation in the wealthy diverse suburb and that
academic disengagement among black students and their families is the
reason for black underachievement relative to that of white families. How-
ever, in order for the CEM to hold, the black families in suburban areas
must convey to their children that the opportunity structure is not open
or accessible to blacks. This runs counter to the observed reality in Shaker
Heights, as in most suburban areas; the children of the black middle class
are, in part, the product of increased educational access.'* The narrative
that education is the domain of whites runs counter to the experience of the
students’ parents, their friends’ parents, and other suburban residents who
compose an expanding black middle class.

Black American Students in an Affluent Suburb is a phenomenological
study, but it suffers from the lack of a comparison group, which is trou-
bling given that Ogbu is interested in understanding educational disparity.
He infers, but fails to demonstrate, that the white families have a greater
investment in education, stronger stuciy habits, and more positive schooiing
experiences than black families in Shaker Heights. Ogbu’s work and that of
others reiy on a deficit model of race, which locates educational failure with
blacks only, and does not consider race relations to be an important fea-
ture of racial inequaiity. In this way, he commits a similar error to Lareau,
who sees race as meaningful for black families but does not consider how
the contrasting relationships between black and white families and schools
matter for differences in educational experience.

Neither Lareau nor Ogbu offers a model that can adequately account for
the types of unequal suburban educational experiences represented by the
Science Academy example. Lareau’s emphasis on disposition and overem-
phasis on social class obscures the ways that race intersects and affects the
experiences of bath the black middle class and lower-income whites. Ogbu’s
overemphasis on race relies on phenomenological individualism, which he
steeps in assumptions of black deﬁciency and a monolithic, inescapabie
group identity, giving little credence to the social-class positions and identi-
ties that members of the black middle class have achieved. In both of these
scholars’ works, the role of race is not portrayed relationally because neither
one seriously investigates the influence of race on black and white families,
or how this shapes the educational access of those families. The dilemma of

suburban school inequality necessitates a consideration of the intersections
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of race and social class that looks carefully at the relationships of diverse
families in the same space and how they jockey for, and ultimate[y stmtify,
educational resources. In the next section, [ propose and describe such a
model that responds to the analytic/theoretical challenge of explaining
unequal outcomes among presumptively equal families.

THE MISSING LINK—RELATIONAL
RESOURCE ANALYSIS

In this book I offer a relational resource analysis model for studying subur-
ban education. My analytic framework draws heavi[y from Charles Til[y’s
work on categorical ineq_uality. Ti[ly described the project of relational
analysis in the following way:

Relational analysts characteristically conceive of culture as shared under-
standings that intertwine closely with social relations, serving as their
tools and constraints instead of constituting an autonomous sphere.
Strongly relational analysis remains a minority movement in social science
as a whole; individualisms and holisms continue to reign. In the choice
berween essences and bonds, nevertheless, [ want to hold high the banner
of bonds. I claim that an account of how transactions clump into social
ties, social ties concatenate into networks, and existing networks constrain
solutions of organizational problems clarifies the creation, maintenance,
and change of categorical inequaliry."

In my work I accept this challenge of relational analysis by using eth-
nographic data to look carefully at the role of bonds and how everyday
processes over time lead to palpable categorical inequality. The shared
meanings between black and white residents, as well as competition
between them for valued educational resources, provide fertile ground for
locating levers of change. It is important to note that my work not only
extends Tilly’s, but also challenges aspects of his arguments in several ways.

First, T argue that ideo[ogy and structural features are equaﬂy important
mechanisms for perpetuating inequality between groups and over time.
Tilly's commitment to explicating structural mechanisms ultimately gives
short shrift to the role of ideology, pafticula[’[y achievement ideology and
racial ideology. Tilly argues that ideology plays a secondary role to struc-
ture: u].:;eelirqg;s of identiry, on one side, and intergroup hosrility, on the
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other, may well accompany, promote, or result from the use of categorical
differences to solve organizational problems. But the relative prevalence of
such attitudes plays a secondary part in inequality’s extent and form.”” I
disagree. I believe that ideology necessarily operates in the service of cat-
egorfcal inequaliry and is not Dppositional to relational analysis. Instead,
when considered—often on equal terms—it only further highlights the
critical need to examine the nexus between belief, policy, and praxis. For
examp[e, in ch:lpters 2, 5, and 6, [ discuss the role of colorblind racial ideol-
ogy in shaping educarion po[fcy, everyday (mis]understandfngs of the role
of race in Ro[[ing Acres, and how race talk and silence shape social and
academic experiences.

Second, this book advances the method of using, naturaﬂy occurring sam-
ples to conduct relational analyses within education. Influenced by ecological
considerations of schoolin g, 1 draw the E:mpi['ical data here ma inly from three
fourth-grade classrooms in two schools and examine how the actions of indi-
viduals and groups affect others in the same classroom or school. As noted
previously, studies emphasfzing parents’ or children’s disposftions and phe-
nomenological individualism have come to dominate qualitative studies of
educational inequa[iry. With this small-scale stud}', my goal is not to generate
gmnd genem[fzations; rather it is to capture the processes at p[ay in Roﬂing
Acres that can potentially shed insight on mechanisms operating in other
classrooms, schools, and districts in similar predicaments.

The application of a relational resource perspective to the example of
the Saturday Science Academy uncovers a more complete reckoning of how
race and social class simultaneously influence the pathways of resources.
To better understand these resource pathways, I employ Tilly’s concept
of opportunity hoarding. In Durable frqum!z'{y, Tilly argues that oppor-
tunity hoarding “operates when members of a categorically bounded net-
work acquire access to a resource that is valuable, renewable, subject to
monopo[y, supportive of network activities, and enhanced by the network’s
modus operandi.""‘ In Rolling Acres, the race and class categories that fam-
ilies belonged to were meaningful for shaping access to education-related
resources like information, proposed po[icy Changes, and influence, as evi-
denced by the schools’ accommodation of parents’ requests. [ argue that,
via subtle and overt processes, the educational resources that were provided
in Rolling Acres were often hoarded by the privﬂeged, and made inacces-
sible to the families that most needed them.
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In lc-oking at the parh of resources re[ationally, 1 idenrify three key junc-
tures: resource provision, resource valuation, and resource uptake. Con-
sider again the aforementioned example of the Saturday Science Academy.
Funding for this resource was provided by the district and was originally
intended to reduce the racial gap in exposure to a science curriculum and
ultimate[y in science test scores. However, it is important to note that the
Academy was offered to all families in order to comply with race-neutral
civil rights laws, which no longer allow race-considerate policies. Districts
like Rolling Acres are often able to locate money for programming, but
how those programs are implemenred is subjecr to local, state, and national
constraints. Their implementation often betrays or compromises the origi-
nal intentions of the programs and provides limited traction for redressing
educational inequa[ity. In chaprer 2,1 exp[c-re how such equal opportunity
programming emerges as a product of the national policy environment,
local [egacies of racial discrimination, and aggressive lobbying from select
residents.

Once a resource has been provided, a critical question is, “Do all fami-
lies understand the value of that resource in the same way?” I would argue
that the answer is no and that considering how differing individuals and
groups understand the value of resources is critically important. Resource
value involves an individual or a group’s perception of a resource’s worth for
a desired outcome. ]mporrantly, this not a binary distinction (i.e., valued,
not valued), instead one must consider how social position and past experi-
ences shape a resource’s perceived value. While attending the Academy may
provide benefit to children who enroll, it does not necessarﬂy follow that
those benefits will translate to immediate educational performance returns.
Because families have dif'f'ering levels of interest, time to dedicate, and past
educational experiences, it should not be assumed thart all families view a
resource in a similar fashion. In Rolling Acres, minority families, includ-
ing middle-class ones, routinely expressed concern that they had too little
time to read through the voluminous school mailings and often considered
extracurricular activities to be optional rather than educationally supple-
mental. In contrast, among white middle-class and atHuent families, stay-
at-home mothers often scoured the mailings for extracurricular activities
and placed a premium on enrolling their children. The differences in finan-
cial, cultural, and social capita[ when coup[ed with limited resources (such
as the number of spaces in the Academy) shape who considers the resource
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meaningful and/or valuable. In chaprers 3, 4, and 6, I furcher investigate
how differences in Elmﬂy background, neighborhood, and the meanings of
race serve to structure opportunities between groups.

The third critical juncture of resource utilization taps into an individual
or group’s ability to partake in the sustained use of a resource to achieve a
desired outcome. Engaging a resource necessitates financial as well as cul-
tural capiral. For emmple, if the Science Acad.erny is offered on Sarurdays,
providing transportation will often fall to individual families. Although
publicly funded buses run during the school day, even after-school pro-
gramming often requires individual families to transport their children
between home and school. The costs of owning a car, fuel, and mainte-
nance are signiﬁcant, and while pub[fc transportation may be an option,
it is also a time-consuming one: travel to and from school can take up to
two hours round trip. For families with few economic resources, enrolling
their children in extracurricular activities can be financially costly and time
intensive, factors that often influence the uptakﬁ of these resources.”” Mid-
dle-class and affluent families often have more financial resources, making
car ownership more likely and transportation less of a barrier to partici-
pation. In chapter 4, | present a case study of how affluent and middle-
class white families hoard oppoertunities such as critical information and
how black families across class categories experience race-related barriers to
parenml engagement. In chaprer 7, I examine the choice of black families to
opt out of Rolling Acres Public Schools and send their children to schools
of choice; many of them said that the uptake of resources was easier outside
of RAPS.

In sum, we must look carefully at the relationships between black and
white families as well as intersecting social-class positions to observe the
subtle stratification of educational resources. To date, dominant theories of
inequality and schooling such as the Cultural Ecological Model and Con-
certed Cultivation/Natural Growth have failed to deliver truly intersec-
tional analyses that can adequately explain why districts like Rolling Acres
suffer enduring educational inequality despite ample resources. Without
mnsidering how a resource is prov'lded and valued, how people gain access
to and use it, ana[yses will misidentify the mechanisms that lead to unequal
schooling.

A relational resource perspective looks at the relations between groups,

not simply dispositional orientations or phenomenoloeical individualism,
ply dtsp p g
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in order to form a comprehensive portrait of how individual actions and
social ties aggregate to group interests and networks, ultfmately leading
to phenomena like the achievement gap. In the Following section I explain
some central concepts that undergird this book’s analysis to orient the

reader for later discussions.

RETHINKING RESOURCES

The bulk of contemporary work on educational inequality has been
framed around disparities in the furnishing of material resources (e.g., per
pup'll expenditures, classroom size). These discussions, in large part, emerge
from the legacy of Brownv. Board of Education I(1954) and Brownv. Board
of Fducation II (1955). The words of Justice Earl Warren, “separate facili-
ties are inherent[y unequal facilities,” set in motion a national movement
toward equalizing access to educational facilities. Implicit in the argument
of the cases was an assumption that unequal facilities contributed greatly
to the observable educational disparities between white and black citi-
zens. This assumption was more explicitly tested by James Coleman and
colleagues in a report commonly referred to as the Coleman Report and
further explored by Christopher Jencks and team in the book Inegualiry.'®
Both studies found that family background was more influential on stu-
dent achievement than material resources such as school size or expendi-
tures. This finding was largely counterintuitive given that the differences
in school facilities were thought to be very influential in the educational
racial disparities discussed in the Brown decisions. As a result, interven-
tions in schools were curtailed and more discussions of family background
emerged. Coupled with resistance to desegregation efforts, schools resegre-
gated and funding disparities reentered the policy debate about educational
opportunity."”

Contemporary discussions of educational inequality have assumed
that racially separate schools offer different access to quantifiable material
resources and thus lead to educational gaps; but this is not the case for
a growing number of suburban schools where, although children of fast-
food workers and doctors share classroom seats, inequality persists. This
book examines less easﬂy quantiﬁed, but T would argue equall}' valuable,
resources in an affluent school district.
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Throughout the book I examine the role of less formally recognized
resources that are provided by local school systems—including equity pol-
icy, extracurricular access, information, race talk, culture, and the abilfty
to customize education—and their implications for educational inequality.
Although each of these aforementioned resources may not be easily quanti-
fied, their availabflity and subsequent manipulation make them the object
of competition and subject to monopoly. Both these difficult-to-quantify
resources and the material resources documented in quantitative studies
on student achievement are useful for determining the degree of disparities
between districts and states; and both are critical for shaping inequality
within educational settings.

It is important to note that the competition for and attempted monopo-
lization of resources are tied to differences in family background, as well
as institutional reception. Within Rolling Acres, white families toutinely
took on a concerted cultivation orientation and then were extended lati-
tude by schools, which assessed their presence as more valuable than that of
black residents. As a result, white families were better able to exploit social
networks and institutional relationships to create educational experiences
that benefited their children, but their decisions often had collateral con-
sequences for the children of black families enrolled in the same schools.

THE STUDY

Gaining access to and understanding the lives of black and white families
is a difficult task. The data in this book are compiled from over 100 in-
deptn interviews with parents, children, teachers, community members, and
school administrators. In particular, [ observed fc-urthAgracl.e classrooms in
two publf:: elementary schools, River Elementary and Cherry Elementary,
and observed and interviewed the families whose children were enrolled in
them, as well as the schools’ administrators and teachers. At River Elemen-
tary, which served approximately 350 students, the classrooms of Mr. Marks
and Ms. Reno were my study sites. During the 2005—2006 academic year, the
school’s student body was approximately 45 percent white, 7 percent Latino,
23 percent black, 11 percent Asian, and 8 percent multiracial. At Cherry Ele-
mentary, which served nearly 500 hundred students, Ms. Jackson’s classroom
was my study site. During the 20052006 academic year, the school’s student
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body wWas apprc-ximately 54 percent white, 1 percent Latino, 8 percent black,
30 percent Asian, and 7 percent multiracial. The Rolling Acres Public School
system served nearly 18,000 students and expended more than $10,000 per
student. White students constituted the [argesr racial group at §0 percent,
and black students followed at 15 percent; 20 percent of students received
free or reduced—price lunch. These percentages provide a cutsory portrait
of who attended the schools of study, but they tell us little about the lives
of individual families. For this reason, I used mu[tiple forms ofqualimtive

inquiry—particularly in-depth interviews—to uncover the processes at play
within schools and homes in Rolling Acres.

I interviewed, students, parents, teachers, support staff, principals, and
educational advocates with the hope of hearing what mattered for educa-
tion and social relationships in what was viewed by many as a suburban
oasis. I had my own suspicions about why Rolling Acres schools remained
so unequal, but as it turned out, my perspective was not always shared or
right. I began by interviewing families in three classrooms—two in River
Elementary and one in Cherry Elementary—but soon I realized they did
not provide access to a significant portion of the Rolling Acres population
in which I was also interested: affluent black families that opted to send
their children to schools of chofce—prfmte, felig'lous, and charter schools.
So I added interviews with those families to my sample. In total, I inter-
viewed and observed forty-one families in Rolling Acres over the course of
four years. In addition, T hung out with and observed a subset of boys, both
black and white, as they attended extracurricular activities and elsewhere in
their out-of-school lives.

In talking with and observing community members, I was forced to
widen my thinking and methodological approach. I delved into the city’s
historical and cultural archives by exp[c-ring newspapers, magazines, and
websites. Each publication and opinion showed the diversity of thought
and the stakes tied to schools. Each decade’s records demonstrated that all
Rolling Acres residents believed education was important, but few agreed
on the best methods for producing an education that benefited everyone.
The vigor with which differing factions fought over education demon-
strated that it is one of the most politically contentious arenas both in Roll-
ing Acres and nationally. All stakeholders believed that their actions were
in the best interest of their constituents, which meant that each move by a
school board or parents’ group was scrutinized, rebuffed, and revisited in
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public debate. While the city’s promotional materials painted the picture
of a utopia, its archives revealed deep racial and class fault lines that were
established in the past and still divided the present. This book begins to
unpack the contentious yet critical issue of educational opportunity in a
space that has been too long overlooked by social science scholars and offers

recommendations for addressing inequities.

RACE AND SOCIAL CLASS

Both social class and race are key considerations in this discussion of educa-
tional inequality. Although there are many ways to classify race and social
class in this srudy of Rc-l[ing Acres, [ Employ a relational perspective. Roll-
ing Acres is a city where the largest racial groups are still white and black,
and while the city and school district have continued to diversify ethnically,
race is still thought of [argely ina binary fashion. I attempt to remain sensi-
tive to the mu[tiple levels of racial meaning throughout this book, and in
chapter 5 I further discuss the contested significance of race, not simply
racial [abels.

In RAPS schools, teachers spokﬁ about students as black or white and
mrely used the labels “biracial,” “multiracial,” or “*mixed.” This was par-
ticularly meaningf:ul for multiracial families, who were often pushed ACTOss
the racial line into black or white classifications. Racial assignment typi-
cally followed the Dne—drop rule of hypo-descent, with multiracial children
who had a black parent being identified as black. However, this was not
a[ways the case. For example, when I sat down with Ms. Thomas, a white
mother in my samp[e, she identified her son Matt as biracial, while Matt’s
teacher identified him as white and Matt identified himself as white. As I
watched interactions in classrooms, on the p[ayground and in neighbor—
hoods, I came to understand that each child’s racial identification deep[y
affected his or her schooling and social world.

For these reasons I have analyzed the data predominantly along black-
white racial lines, paying pafticula[’ attention to when the experiences of
multiracial students or families diverged from those of families that identi-
fied as black or white. The ability to draw distinct racial lines was less dif-
ficult than drawing social-class categories within the text. While T do not
necessarily think the category of race is less socially meaningful or complex
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than social class, there are few agreed upon measures of social class, and
because income and wealth distributions are unequal along racial lines, the
definition of middle class is not the same for white and black populations.

In the suburb of Roﬂing Acres, the most contested category was “middle
class.” In 2007, white households had a median income of $53,714; black
households had a median income of $31,100.”" Income disparities are only
the tip of the iceberg. Scholars have found that there are even greater dispar-
ities in wealth than in income, and this is particularly important if it is true
that wealth is a better predictor of educational achievement than income,
as some have argued.”’ For purposes of parsimony, here [ have followed the
approach of scholars of the (black) middle class like Mary Patrillo, who
uses two times the poverty line as the lower bound for middle-class starus.*
When I collected my data, this meant that families whose annual income
exceeded $40,000 were considered middle class. In addition, I considered
families in which at least one parent had a college education or above and
worked in a white-collar profession to be middle class.”

However, none of these individual indicators can truly capture social
class. I agree with John Jackson's assessment that "It is not just education
of occupation, income or wealth but lifesry[es—skiﬂs and cultural prac-
tices—that distinguish and determine classes.” The complexity of social
class and its influence are seen in the divergent experience, desires, and
reception within the schools of Rolling Acres. Race and class were entan-
gled and often conflated in troubling ways. For example, black middle-
class families often found their middle-class status under ch:lﬂenge, both
subtly and explicirly. Ms. Towles, an African-American mother, recounted
a story to me about her son Jeffrey and how peculiar she found it that he
had suddenly stopped eating breakfast at home. When she prepared him
breakfast he refused it Perplexed, Ms. Towles asked him why, and Jef-
frey replied, “I got it at school.” Ms. Towles was surprised because she had
not given Jeffrey money to buy breakfast. When she asked him how he
received breakfast, he responded, “Well, rhey tell all the black kids to go
down to the cafeteria to get it before school starts.” Both astonished and
concerned, Ms. Towles instructed her son to stop accepting the free break-
fast and took the opportunity to talk to him about social class and percep-
tions of black wealth. In this case Jeffrey was casually “misidentified” as a
student who should receive a free or reduced-price meal, which may appear

benign (because he received a good, in this case, and was not barred from
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receiving a goc-d), but it signals a deeper set of issues and troubled relation-
ships between school staff and families and demonstrates the permanence

of race and class in structuring everyday life.

CONCLUSION

Within Rolling Acres, black families’ experiences were significantly differ-
ent from those of their white counterparts. While black families were often
saddled with disadvanrage on the opposite side of a racial line, white fami-
lies enjoyed great levels of privilege. Past scholarship has suggested that race
is not at the root of disparities or proﬂrered social-class differences or black
cultural dysfunction; but none of these explanarions adequarely explains
what happens in Rolling Acres schools. A relational exploration and under-
standing of the mechanisms and processes that embed inequality is neces-
sary in order to devise viable solutions.

This book analyzes relationships between families and those fami-
lies’ relationshfps to schools, because in these bonds inequa[fties are bred.
Through a careful ethnography of suburban school inequality, I offer some
conclusions about the importance of c,onsfdering how groups are defined,
how resources are hoarded, and whose voices animate policy. This book is
not simply about what it means to be black or white in suburban schools;
rather it is about how being white provides unearned and pervasive advan-
tages that, in implidt and exp[icit ways, constrain the abﬂity of black fami-
lies to harvest the fruits of the suburban frontier. It is also about the voiced
and unvoiced needs of black families that go untended and that have left
the promises of the Promised Land unfulfilled. Until these relationships are
disenmngled, traction on the path to equity will remain difficult to achieve.



