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A majority of public school children in 17 states, one-third of the 50 states across the nation, were low income 

students – eligible for free or reduced lunches – in the school year that ended in 2011. Thirteen of the 17 

states were in the South, and the remaining four were in the West. Since 2005, half or more of the South’s 

children in public schools have been from low income households.1  During the last two school years, 2010 and 

������JSV�XLI�½VWX�XMQI�MR�QSHIVR�LMWXSV]��XLI�;IWX�LEW�LEH�E�QENSVMX]�SJ�PS[�MRGSQI�WXYHIRXW�EXXIRHMRK�4����

public schools.  

TABLE 1
States with a Majority of Low Income Students

in Public Schools: 2011

State Rate (Percent) 

Mississippi 71
New Mexico 68
Louisiana 66
Oklahoma 61
Arkansas 60
Georgia 57
Kentucky 57
Florida 56
Tennessee 55
South Carolina 55
Alabama 55
California 54
West Virginia 51
Oregon 51
Nevada 51
North Carolina 50
Texas 50

 

 

As in past years, Mississippi, New Mexico, and Louisiana had the largest rates of low income students among 

the 50 states.  Based on data collected by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), 71 percent of 

all students in Mississippi, 68 percent of New Mexico’s students, and 66 percent of all Louisiana children attend-

ing public schools were from low income households. Oklahoma and Arkansas were the two other states 

where at least 60 percent of public school children were low income during the 2011 school year, the latest 

date for comparable data for all public school districts across the nation. All but two of the 15 states in the 

South had a majority of low income students enrolled in their public schools in 2011. Only Maryland (40 

percent) and Virginia (37 percent), the northern-most states in the South, had rates below 50 percent [see 

Appendix 1 for ranking of all 50 states].

 

1   This update was developed and written by Steve Suitts, Vice President of the Southern Education Foundation (SEF) with 
XLI�EWWMWXERGI�SJ�2EWLIIH�7EFVII��7)*�4VSKVEQ�%WWMWXERX��ERH�/EXLIVMRI�(YRR��7)*�4VSKVEQ�3J½GIV��-X�JSPPS[W�XLI�7)*�VITSVX��
%�2I[�1ENSVMX]��0S[�-RGSQI�7XYHIRXW�MR�XLI�7SYXL´W�4YFPMG�7GLSSPW �������7XYHIRXW�EVI�IPMKMFPI�JSV�JVII�SV�VIHYGIH�QIEPW�EX�
TYFPMG�WGLSSPW�MJ�XLI]�PMZI�MR�LSYWILSPHW�[LIVI�XLI�MRGSQI�MW�����TIVGIRX�SV�PIWW�SJ�XLER�XLI�TSZIVX]�XLVIWLSPH��-R�������JSV�
example, a student in a household with a single parent with an annual income of less than $26,956 was eligible for a free or 
VIHYGIH�PYRGL��*60�EX�E�TYFPMG�WGLSSP�
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Four states in the West – New Mexico, California, Oregon, and Nevada – had a majority of low income 

children in public schools, and, combined with a growing number of students qualifying for free or reduced 

lunch in recent years across the region’s other nine states, the West had a majority of public school chil-

dren in 2011.

 

The latest NCES data indicates that 48 percent of all public school children across the nation were eligible 

for free or reduced lunch in 2011. The rate of low income students in the South was 53 percent – the 

LMKLIWX�VEXI�EQSRK�XLI�VIKMSRW�SJ�XLI�REXMSR��*SV�XLI�½VWX�XMQI�MR�VIGIRX�LMWXSV]��EX�PIEWX�LEPJ�SJ�XLI�TYFPMG�

school students in the West were low income. In 2010 the rate was 51 percent. In 2011, it remained 50 

percent of all public school children. The Midwest had the next highest rate, 44 percent, and the Northeast 

had a rate of 40 percent.

 

Across the entire southern sections of the United States – ranging from the west coast across the 

Southwest through the Deep South, only in Arizona (45 percent) were low income students less than half 

of all public school children. In 2011, more than two-thirds of African American and Hispanic students in 

the United States attended public schools where a majority of school children were low income (see 

Appendix 3), but white students also constitute a majority of low income public school children in a large 

number of schools and school districts, especially in the South. The common denominator of education in 

2011 for the states mapped across the western and southern portion of the United States from Oregon 

to North Carolina, with an outcropping into Appalachia, was the presence of a majority of low income 

WXYHIRXW�MR�4����TYFPMG�WGLSSPW�2 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

����*SV�ER�SZIVZMI[�SJ�JEGXSVW�GVIEXMRK�XLI�KVS[XL�SJ�PS[�MRGSQI�WXYHIRXW��WII�T�����SJ�%�2I[�1ENSVMX]��0S[�-RGSQI�7XY-
HIRXW�MR�XLI�7SYXL´W�4YFPMG�7GLSSPW�� A closely related trend is found in the fact that the South is today the only US region 
[MXL�E�QENSVMX]�SJ�WXYHIRXW�SJ�GSPSV�MR�XLI�TYFPMG�WGLSSPW��7II�%�2I[�(MZIVWI�1ENSVMX]��7XYHIRXW�SJ�'SPSV�MR�XLI�7SYXL´W�
4YFPMG�7GLSSPW��

Regional Trends across the States:  
South Leads the Nation and Other Regions 
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The nation’s cities have the highest rates of low income students in public schools. Sixty percent of the public 

school children in America’s cities were in low income households in 2011. In 38 of the 50 states, no less than 

half of all children attending public schools in cities – any urban place with more than 100,000 population – 

were low income (Appendix 2). While known for its rural poverty, Mississippi had the nation’s highest rate for 

low income students in cities: 83 percent of all children in that state’s cities were low income. New Jersey (78 

TIVGIRX��4IRRW]PZERME�����TIVGIRX��ERH�2I[�=SVO�����TIVGIRX�LEH�XLI�RI\X�LMKLIWX�VEXIW�JSV�GMXMIW��+ISVKME��

Louisiana, Illinois, and Oklahoma also had rates of low income students at or above 70 percent in their cities.   

 

Fifty-two percent of all students attending public schools in America’s towns (located outside urban and 

suburban areas) were eligible for free or reduced meals in 2011. Mississippi also had the nation’s highest state 

rate for students in towns: 78 percent. Louisiana (72 percent) and New Mexico (70 percent) ranked next in 

line. South Carolina, Georgia, Florida, California, Oklahoma, and Arkansas followed – each with rates above 60 

percent for students in towns (Appendix 2). 

 

America’s rural and suburban schools had lower rates of low income students. Forty-four percent of rural stu-

dents and 40 percent of suburban students were eligible for free and reduced lunches in 2011.  In New Mexico, 

71 percent of the rural students lived in low income households. In seven other states – all Southern states – 

55 percent or more of all rural students were low income. 

  

 

 

Patterns within the States:  
Cities and Towns Have Highest Rates
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New Mexico also had the highest rate for low income children in suburban public schools: 72 percent.3 

In seven other states, at least half of all students in suburban schools were low income. Five are Southern states 

ERH�X[S�WXEXIW�EVI�MR�XLI�;IWX��-R����WXEXIW��MRGPYHMRK�;]SQMRK��X[S�SYX�SJ�IZIV]�½ZI�WYFYVFER�WXYHIRXW�[IVI�

in low income households. The lowest suburban rate for any state was in New Hampshire (17 percent), where 

only about 11,000 low income students attended public schools in suburban areas. Only four other states, Alas-

OE��-S[E��1EMRI��ERH�2I[�=SVO�LEH�E�TIVGIRXEKI�SJ�PS[�MRGSQI�MR�WYFYVFER�TYFPMG�WGLSSPW�FIPS[����TIVGIRX� 

 

In each of the nation’s four regions, a majority of students attending public schools in the cities were eligible for 

free or reduced lunch last year. The Northeast had the highest rates for low income school children in cities:  

71 percent. The next highest rate, 62 percent, was found in Midwestern cities. The South had the third highest 

percentage of low income students in the cities – 59 percent.  
 

No region of the country in 2011 had a majority of low income students in suburban schools, although the 

3   The suburban rate in Wyoming, 75 percent, was actually higher, but with only 1,133 suburban children in the state, its rate 
[EW�RSX�MRGPYHIH�MR�XLMW�VEROMRK�

Patterns within the States:  
Cities and Towns Have Highest Rates

Patterns within Regions: Rates Higher in the South  
Except in Northeast Cities

Table 2
States Where Low Income Students Are 55 Percent or More

Among Rural Public School Children
2011

State Rural Low Income Students Rate (Percent)

New Mexico 70,524 71
Mississippi 168,992 66
Louisiana 129,674 63
Oklahoma 142,195 61
Arkansas 123,727 60
Kentucky 167,327 58
Alabama 192,883 55
South Carolina 176,442 55

Table 3
Low Income Students as a Majority of Suburban  

Public School Children: 2011 

State Suburban Low 
Income Students

Rate (Percent)

New Mexico 27,737 72
Louisiana 93,933 59
Mississippi 24,571 57
Nevada 78,154 56
Florida 734,329 56
Georgia 351,886 54
Arkansas 24,881 53
California 1,196,481 51

www.southerneducation.org
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suburban rate in the South (47 percent) was the highest rate among the four regions. The suburban rate of low 

income students in the West was almost as high – 45 percent. The Northeast suburbs had the smallest rate – 

28 percent.  

 

In towns outside urban and suburban area, the South (60 percent) and the West (55 percent) had a majority of 

low income children attending public schools. The South also was the only region in the country where most 

rural public school children were in low income households. In the West, 44 percent of rural school children 

were low income. In the Northeast, the rate was only 29 percent.

 

In suburbs, towns, and rural areas, the South had the highest rates of low income students enrolled in public 

schools among the nation’s four regions.  A majority of all students in all areas of the South, except suburban 

schools, were from low income families in 2011.

The prevalence of school districts with a majority low income enrollment was especially acute in the South, 

where more than three-fourths (76 percent) of all local school districts had a student population in which low 

income students were the majority.4 In Mississippi and Louisiana, at least nine out of every ten school districts 

had a majority of low income students (see Appendix 4). In Oklahoma and Georgia, 87 percent and 84 percent 

of the states’ school districts had a majority of low income students. 

 

In Western states, low income students were a majority of all students in more than half the region’s school 

districts. In New Mexico, virtually eight of ten school districts enrolled a majority of low income students. The 

districts in the Northeast had the smallest rate – only 26 percent. 

 

����-R�EHHMXMSR��QSVI�XLER�LEPJ�SJ�XLI�7SYXL´W�WGLSSP�HMWXVMGXW�LEH�E�QENSVMX]�SJ�WGLSSP�GLMPHVIR�IPMKMFPI�JSV�JVII�PYRGLIW�¯�MR�
LSYWILSPH�[MXL�MRGSQIW�FIPS[�����TIVGIRX�SJ�TSZIVX]��7GLSSP�HMWXVMGXW�JEMPMRK�XS�VITSVX�WXYHIRXW�IPMKMFPI�JSV�JVII�SV�VIHYGI�
PYRGL��*60�MR������[IVI�I\GPYHIH�JVSQ�XLI�GEPGYPEXMSRW�

Table 4
Rates of Low Income Students in Public Schools by Area within Regions: 2010-11

Area City Percent Suburban  
Percent

Town Percent Rural Percent

USA-50 States 60% 40% 52% 44%
SOUTH 59% 47% 60% 51%
NORTHEAST 71% 28% 39% 29%
WEST 54% 45% 55% 44%
MIDWEST 62% 35% 43% 36%

www.southerneducation.org
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By all accounts, the 2008 recession reduced family incomes in the United States and added to growth in the 

number of low income students in public schools, especially in states where both the housing market and the 

local economy collapsed. But, there has been a steady increase in the number and percentage of low income 

students attending America’s public schools for a much longer period of time. 

 

Data from the US Department of Agriculture demonstrates consistent growth in the rates of low income stu-

dents in most states and in each region of the country since at least 1989.5 During the last ten years, accord-

ing to NCES data, this pattern has continued annually. From 2001 through 2011, the numbers of low income 

students in the nation’s public schools grew by 32 percent – an increase of more than 5.7 million children. As 

a result, low income students attending the nation’s public schools moved from 38 percent of all students in 

2001 to 48 percent in 2011. 

 

During the same period, public schools in the Midwest experienced a 40 percent rate of growth in low income 

students, and in the South from 2001 to 2011 the number of low income public school children enlarged by 

almost one-third. The schools in the Northeast had the smallest rate of growth – 21 percent. 

%W�E�VIWYPX�SJ�XLIWI�XVIRHW��XLI�7SYXL�FIGEQI�XLI�½VWX�VIKMSR�SJ�XLI�GSYRXV]�MR�QSHIVR�XMQIW�XS�LEZI�E�QENSV-

ity of low income students in its public schools in 2007, a year before the recent recession. Three years later, 

low income students became a new majority of the public school children in the West, and in 2011 the nation 

stood within only two percentage points of enrolling a majority of low income students in public schools 

across 50 states.

����7II�TT�������%�2I[�1ENSVMX]��0S[�-RGSQI�7XYHIRXW�MR�XLI�7SYXL´W�4YFPMG�7GLSSPW�

2001-2011 Trends: Large Growth of Low  
Income Students Over Decade

www.southerneducation.org
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During the last decade, as the number of low income students grew substantially in all regions, public school 

I\TIRHMXYVIW�EPWS�MRGVIEWIH��EPXLSYKL�EX�QEVOIHP]�WPS[IV�VEXIW��%JXIV�EHNYWXQIRXW�JSV�MR¾EXMSR��2')7�HEXE�

show that the nation’s average per pupil expenditure for public education rose by 14 percent from 2001 to 

2011. There were, however, considerable differences between and within the regions in rates of increase. The 

Northeast enlarged per pupil expenditures by 28 percent, twice the national average. The per pupil expenditure 

in the both the South and the Midwest were much smaller – only 12 percent, and the West had the smaller 

gains, half the national rate from 2001 to 2011. 

 

 

8LIWI�VIKMSREP�VEXIW�HS�RSX�EP[E]W�VI¾IGX�

patterns of the states in the region. For 

example, per pupil expenditures in Alaska 

MRGVIEWIH�F]����TIVGIRX�¯�QSVI�XLER�½ZI�

times the rate for Western states as a group. 

Maryland’s growth in per pupil expenditures 

was approximately three times larger than 

the South’s rate of growth. Despite these 

SYXPMIVW��VIKMSREP�VEXIW�KIRIVEPP]�VI¾IGXIH 

the trends of growth for most states of  

each region. 

 

These growth rates in educational expendi-

tures failed to match the region’s rates of 

growth for the number of low income 

students. From 2001 to 2011, the region with 

the lowest growth in the number of low 

income students, the Northeast, had by far 

the largest growth in per pupil expenditures. 

It was the only region where the growth rate 

of school spending exceeded the rate of 

growth in low income students. In the other 

three regions, the opposite occurred: the 

growth rates in the number of low income 

students vastly exceeded the growth in per 

pupil expenditures.  

 

The number of low income students in the 

West, for example, grew from 2001 to 2011 

by 31 percent but per pupil expenditure for 

students in the West grew by only seven 

TIVGIRX��4YFPMG�WGLSSPW�MR�XLI�1MH[IWX�LEH�E�

growth of 40 percent in the number of low 

income students and an increase of 12 

percent in per student spending. In the South, 

2001-2011 Trends: Smaller, Mismatched Growth in School Funding

www.southerneducation.org
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public schools had a one-third increase in the number of low income students during a time when they had 

little more than a one-eighth increase in per pupil spending.  

 

These trends in public schools since 2001 have contributed to a pattern that remains today: schools that have 

the largest proportion of low income students spend the least in support of students. In 2011, a majority of 

school children in both the South and the West were from low income families, and the public school children 

in the both the South and the West received the least educational resources: both less than $9,300 per pupil. In 

contrast, public schools in the Northeast, where 40 percent of all students are low income, spend $16,045 per 

pupil.6 

 

 

This mismatch is nothing new in public education and is found at the regional, state or local levels. As noted in 

TVMSV�7)*�VITSVXW��PS[�MRGSQI�WXYHIRXW�EVI�QYGL�QSVI�PMOIP]�XS�EXXIRH�TYFPMG�WGLSSPW�XLEX�LEZI�WMKRM½GERXP]�

lower academic and student support and per pupil funding.7 In this case, the pattern of inequitable, mismatched 

funding for student learning appears to have persisted at least since 2001 even as public schools in the regions 

I\TIVMIRGIH�WMKRM½GERX�KVS[XL�MR�XLI�RYQFIV�SJ�PS[�MRGSQI�WXYHIRXW� 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
����7SQI�EREP]WXW�EHNYWX�TIV�TYTMP�I\TIRHMXYVIW�EQSRK�XLI�WXEXIW�F]�VIKMSREP�HMJJIVIRGIW�MR�GSWX�SJ�PMZMRK��'30��7II� 
[[[�IHGSYRXW�SVK��8LMW�EHNYWXQIRX�XIRHW�XS�¾EXXIR�WSQI[LEX�VIKMSREP�HMJJIVIRGIW�F]�PS[IVMRK�WTIRHMRK�EQSYRXW�MR�QSVI�
YVFER�WXEXIW�ERH�MRGVIEWMRK�VEXIW�MR�QSVI�VYVEP�WXEXIW��&YX��IZIR�[MXL�'30�EHNYWXQIRXW��XLI�FEWMG�VIKMSREP�XVIRHW�ERH�TEXXIVRW�
VIQEMRW�XLI�WEQI�
����7II�TT��������SJ�2S�8MQI�XS�0SWI�ERH�TT��������MR�Worst of Times: Children in Extreme Poverty in the South and the 
2EXMSR��'LEVXW�SJ�VIKMSREP�2%)4�HEXE�YWI�'IRWYW�7SYXL��[LMGL�MRGPYHIW�(IPE[EVI�ERH�XLI�(MWXVMGX�SJ�'SPYQFME��RSX�MR�7)*´W�
���WXEXI�7SYXL�

www.southerneducation.org
www.edcounts.org
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 10 - www.southerneducation.org

Low income students are more likely than students from wealthier families to have lower tests scores, fall 

behind in school, dropout, and fail to acquire a college degree.8 These gaps in learning and achievement have not 

improved in recent years, while the numbers of low income students have escalated in the South and nation. 

8IWX�WGSVIW�JSV�XLI�2EXMSREP�%WWIWWQIRX�JSV�)HYGEXMSREP�4VSKVIWW��2%)4�¯�XLI�QSWX�VIPMEFPI��GSQTEVEXMZI�XIWX�

of academic performance across the states – suggest strongly that there has been little or no change in the 

wide differences in learning between students according to income from 2003 to 2011. 

 

 

There have been some real gains in tests scores by low income students in the South since 2003, but those im-

provements have been matched largely by gains among higher income students. In other words, as low income 

WXYHIRXW�MR�XLI�7SYXLIVR�WXEXIW�KEMRIH�WIZIR�TSMRXW�SR�2%)4�XIWX�WGSVIW�JSV�JSYVXL�KVEHI�VIEHMRK�JVSQ������

to 2011, so did students from higher income households. As a result, the learning gap of 26 score points that 

existed in 2003 between students in the South according to household income remained the same in 2011 for 

fourth grade reading scores. 9 

 

A similar pattern is evident among the regions of the nation. From 2003 through 2011, the learning gap by 

income in fourth grade reading remained wide and constant in the South and the Midwest. It narrowed some-

what in the Northeast, the only region where the growth in the number of low income students was smaller 

than growth in per pupil spending from 2001 to 2011. In the West, the gap by income slightly enlarged during 

XLMW�TIVMSH��8LIWI�LYKI�PIEVRMRK�KETW�F]�MRGSQI�MR�JSYVXL�KVEHI�VIEHMRK�VI¾IGX�VIKMSREP�TEXXIVRW�MR�SXLIV�2%)4�

tests: regardless of subject or grade, gains in the test scores of low income students from 2003 to 2011 have 

generally been matched by similar gains of higher income students. Therefore, while there has been an upward 

trend in test scores for low income students, the learning gap for low income students has remained very wide 

and unyielding.

����7II�TT���������%�2I[�1ENSVMX]��0S[�-RGSQI�7XYHIRXW�MR�XLI�7SYXL´W�4YFPMG�7GLSSPW� Also see Table 1 and Table 4 in Chap-
QER��'���0EMVH��.���-½PP��2���ERH�/I[EP�6EQERM��%��8VIRHW�MR�,MKL�7GLSSP�(VSTSYX�ERH�'SQTPIXMSR�6EXIW�MR�XLI�9RMXIH�7XEXIW��
����¯������2')7�����������9�7��(ITEVXQIRX�SJ�)HYGEXMSR��;EWLMRKXSR��('��2EXMSREP�'IRXIV�JSV�)HYGEXMSR�7XEXMWXMGW�������
9   Generally, a similar gap persisted in reading and mathematics scores in NEAP tests administered for 4th and 8th grade 
WXYHIRXW�JVSQ������XS������

Trends 2003-2011: Persistent Gaps in  
Learning by Income

www.southerneducation.org
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8LIWI�XVIRHW�VI¾IGX�MWWYIW�SJ�IHYGEXMSREP�EGLMIZIQIRX�MR�XLI�REXMSR Ẃ�TYFPMG�WGLSSPW��[LMGL�MW�[LIVI�XLI�ZEWX�

QENSVMX]�SJ�PS[�MRGSQI�WXYHIRXW�MR�XLI�9RMXIH�7XEXIW�VIGIMZI�XLIMV�4����IHYGEXMSR��&YX��XLI�PIEVRMRK�KET�MW�E�

national challenge for both public and private schools. The gap for low income students in private schools from 

2003 to 2011 appears nearly as large as or larger than the gaps in public schools.  

 

-R��XL�KVEHI�VIEHMRK�WGSVIW��JSV�I\EQTPI��2%)4�XIWXW�WLS[�XLEX�TYFPMG�ERH�TVMZEXI�WGLSSPW�LEZI�LEH�GSQTEVE-

ble differences in scores according to student income since 2003. The gap has been huge –over 20 score points 

– in all years for both types of schools. The difference in scores was somewhat larger in public schools in 2003, 

but the public school income gap slightly narrowed in more recent years, and private schools evidenced a 

widening gap between low income students and wealthier students since 2003. As a result, from 2007 to 2009 

there was relatively little difference between public and private schools in the average scores for low income 

students in fourth grade reading. By 2011, the learning gap by income was larger in private schools than public 

schools nationwide. 

 

The actual scores for low income students in public and private schools – not simply the gap – have also 

narrowed. In 2009, for instance, low income students in private schools scored at an average of 210. Low 

Trends in 2003-2011: Private Schools Have 
Similar Learning Gaps by Income  

www.southerneducation.org
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income students in public schools scored 

that year an average of 206. In 2011, low 

income students in the fourth grade of 

private schools scored an average of 208, 

while fourth grade students in public 

schools scored an average of 207 points. 10  

 

4YFPMG�WGLSSPW�QE]�TSWWIWW�E�KVIEXIV�

urgency in the need to address the learning 

gap by income because they have a much 

larger, growing percentage of low income 

students. At the same time, private schools 

as a sector have the same problem. The 

fundamental question these trends present 

is how – not really where – to close the 

learning gap for low income students.

The latest data shows that low income students comprise a near-majority of the nation’s public school children 

(48 percent) and are half or more of all students in the South and the West.  Low income students are concen-

XVEXIH�MR�XLI�REXMSR Ẃ�GMXMIW�FYX�EVI�F]�RS�QIEWYVI�GSR½RIH�XS�SRP]�GMXMIW��*SVX]�TIVGIRX�SV�QSVI�SJ�EPP�TYFPMG�

school children in the nation’s suburbs, towns, and rural areas are low income students.  

 

0SRK�XIVQ�XVIRHW�WXVSRKP]�WYKKIWX�XLEX�XLI�REXMSR�LEW�RSX�EHNYWXIH�MXW�WYTTSVX�JSV�TYFPMG�WGLSSPW�XS�VI¾IGX�

the educational challenges that these developments bring. Since 2001, the number of low income students 

in public schools has grown roughly by one-third (32 percent) across the states. These are the students who 

need the most assistance. They generally are more likely to score lowest on school tests, fall behind in school, 

fail to graduate, and never receive a college degree. During this same period (2001-2011), the nation’s per 

TYTMP�I\TIRHMXYVI��EHNYWXIH�JSV�MR¾EXMSR�MR�TYFPMG�WGLSSPW�MRGVIEWIH�F]�SRP]����TIVGIRX�����PIWW�XLER�LEPJ�XLI�

rate of growth in the numbers of low income students. The growth in the number of low income students far 

out-stripped the growth in per pupil spending in public schools during the last decade in every region of the 

country, except the Northeast. 

 

During virtually the same period (2003-2011), the learning gap for low income students across the nation and 

in every region of the country, except the Northeast, remained stagnant. While there were real learning gains 

for both low income and higher income students during this time, the gap between the student groups in 

national test scores in 2011 was the same as in 2003, except in the Northeast where the learning gap closed by 

three points. 

 

Given the current debate over school choice that has emerged during the last decade, it is also worthy of note 

that the learning gap for low income students has generally been as large or larger in private schools as in 

public schools across the nation. 

 

These trends present a clear, concise picture of what has happened during the last decade and what will 

10   This pattern of comparable differences between low income and higher income students for both public and private 
WGLSSPW�KIRIVEPP]�LSPHW�JSV�2%)4�WYFNIGXW�MR�FSXL�XLI��XL�ERH��XL�KVEHI��-R��XL�KVEHI�VIEHMRK��TVMZEXI�WGLSSP�WGSVIW�ETTIEV�
IVVEXMG�HYVMRK�XLMW�TIVMSH�
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continue to happen in the next decade unless the patterns of the past are broken. There was no progress in closing 

the learning gap for the nation’s low income students at a time when the growth in their numbers far outpaced the 

growth in per pupil spending in public schools. If these trends in student enrollment and school spending persist, 

there is no reason to expect that the learning gap will begin to close. And there is no reason to expect that moving 

low income children from public schools to private schools will make any difference in closing this gap. 

 

The future consequences of these trends are likely to severely undercut the American promise of fairness and 

equity for children in low income households. That should be concern enough for policymakers in Washington and 

EPP�½JX]�WXEXIW��&YX��XLI�GSRWIUYIRGIW�[MPP�KS�JEV�FI]SRH�XLEX��;LIR�XLI�TYFPMG�WGLSSP�EGLMIZIQIRX�SJ�PS[�MRGSQI�

students constitutes the educational success or failure of a majority of all public school students, our entire nation’s 

future educational capacity is at stake. 

 

No longer can we consider the problems and needs of low income students simply a matter of fairness. These 

students are in two regions half or more of all public school children. They were in 2011 a near majority of the 

nation’s public school children and are continuing to grow in numbers. Their success or failure in the public schools 

will determine the entire body of human capital and educational potential that the nation will possess in the future. 

Without improving the educational support that the nation provides its low income students – students with the 

largest needs and usually with the least support -- the trends of the last decade will be prologue for a nation not at 

risk, but a nation in decline.

Within the next few years, it is likely that low income students will become a majority of all public school children 

in the United States. With huge, stubbornly unchanging gaps in learning, schools in the South and across the nation 

face the real danger of becoming entrenched, inadequately funded educational systems that enlarge the division in 

America between haves and have-nots and endanger the entire nation’s prospects.  

 

There is no real evidence that any scheme or policy of transferring large numbers of low income students from 

public schools to private schools will have a positive impact on this problem. The trends of the last decade strongly 

suggest that little or nothing will change for the better if schools and communities continue to postpone address-

ing the primary question of education in America today: what does it take and what will be done to provide low 

income students with a good chance to succeed in public schools? It is a question of how, not where, to improve 

the education of a new majority of students. 

 

Without fundamental improvements in how the South and the nation educate low income students, the trends 

that this report documents will ricochet across all aspects of American society for generations to come. As a wise 

American leader once reminded a troubled nation: “A house divided against itself cannot stand.”

 

Conclusion 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1 
State Rankings by Percentage of Low Income Students in Public Schools (2011) 

State Rate State  Rate 
Mississippi 71% Missouri 45% 
New Mexico 68% Idaho 45% 
Louisiana. 66% Maine 43% 
Oklahoma 60% Rhode Island 43% 
Arkansas 60% Ohio 43% 
Georgia 57% Nebraska 43% 
Kentucky 57% Montana 41% 
Florida 56% Maryland 40% 
Alabama 55% Washington 40% 
Tennessee 55% Colorado 40% 
South Carolina 55% Pennsylvania 39% 
California 54% Wisconsin 39% 
West Virginia 51% Iowa 39% 
Oregon 51% Alaska 38% 
Nevada 50% Utah 38% 
North Carolina 50% Wyoming 37% 
Texas 50% South Dakota 37% 
New York 48% Vermont 37% 
Delaware 48% Virginia 37% 
Kansas 48% Minnesota 37% 
Hawaii 47% Connecticut 34% 
Indiana 47% Massachusetts 34% 
Illinois 47% New Jersey 33% 
Michigan 46% North Dakota 32% 

Arizona 45% New 
Hampshire 25% 

 

Regional Rankings 
Percentage of Low Income Students  

in Public Schools (2011) 
 

Region Rate 
United States 48% 
South  53% 
West 50% 
Midwest 44% 
Northeast 40% 

 

 

 



Appendices 

Appendix 2 
Percentage of Low Income Students by Areas Inside State (2011) 

 

Jurisdiction 
City Suburban  Town Rural 

Percent Percent Percent Percent 
US - 50 States 60 40 52 44 
Alabama 62 47 55 55 
Alaska 44 24 31 50 
Arizona 49 33 55 43 
Arkansas 62 53 62 60 
California 57 51 64 47 
Colorado 53 34 42 29 
Connecticut 62 26 32 13 
Delaware 64 48 48 43 
Florida 59 56 64 51 
Georgia 72 54 65 54 
Hawaii 47 42 52 54 
Idaho 43 39 49 47 
Illinois 70 37 44 31 
Indiana 63 39 48 37 
Iowa 51 23 42 32 
Kansas 63 31 54 38 
Kentucky 60 46 58 58 
Louisiana 70 59 72 63 
Maine 51 23 45 45 
Maryland 62 39 33 25 
Massachusetts 62 27 36 18 
Michigan 64 38 44 42 
Minnesota 50 31 34 33 
Mississippi 83 57 78 66 
Missouri 62 35 47 44 
Montana 38 43 39 45 
Nebraska 50 33 46 36 
Nevada 54 56 42 38 
New Hampshire 43 17 33 22 
New Jersey 78 30 43 19 
New Mexico 61 72 71 71 
New York 74 24 38 33 
North Carolina 54 43 57 49 
North Dakota 29 32 32 34 
Ohio 68 35 45 35 
Oklahoma 72 45 63 61 
Oregon 51 45 57 49 
Pennsylvania 75 28 38 32 
Rhode Island 60 37 30 21 
South Carolina 53 49 66 55 
South Dakota 38 44 32 39 
Tennessee 66 40 59 52 
Texas 56 44 56 44 
Utah 55 33 43 35 
Vermont 38 27 42 36 
Virginia 48 30 46 35 
Washington 48 33 53 40 
West Virginia 50 46 51 54 
Wisconsin 59 27 34 35 
Wyoming 36 75 35 39 
     

 
 

National maps of this data available on SEF website: www.southerneducation.org.  
Definitions of geographic units at NCES First Look – Common Core Data, 2010-11, pp. B-2 & B-3 Revised data version. 2a.  



Appendices 

Appendix 3 
Percent of Students by Race/Ethnicity/Heritage  

Attending Public Schools Where Low Income Students  
Are Half or More of All Students  

2011 
 

All Public Schools  
White  30% 
Black  72% 
Hispanic  68% 
Asian  35% 
Pacific Islander  53% 
American Indian/Alaska Native  65% 
Two or more races  43% 

 
 

Suburban Public Schools 
White  18% 
Black  60% 
Hispanic  62% 
Asian  25% 
Pacific Islander  46% 
American Indian/Alaska Native  41% 
Two or more races  33% 

 
 

City Public Schools 
White  40% 
Black  82% 
Hispanic  76% 
Asian  50% 
Pacific Islander  65% 
American Indian/Alaska Native  63% 
Two or more races  56% 

  



Appendices 

Appendix 4 
Percentage of Public School Districts with a Majority of Low Income Students  

By Region and State: 2011 

State/Region 
Free 
Lunch  

Free / Reduced 
Lunch  State/Region 

Free 
Lunch  

Free / Reduced 
Lunch  

SOUTH 56% 76% MIDWEST 23% 38% 
Alabama 59% 76% Illinois 20% 31% 
Arkansas 55% 82% Indiana 20% 37% 
Florida 49% 75% Iowa 3% 13% 
Georgia 71% 84% Kansas 15% 43% 
Kentucky 59% 80% Michigan 39% 54% 
Louisiana 82% 90% Minnesota 20% 33% 
Maryland 16% 32% Missouri 31% 57% 
Mississippi 88% 95% Nebraska 7% 27% 
North 
Carolina 51% 75% North Dakota 11% 17% 
Oklahoma 66% 87% Ohio 37% 46% 
South 
Carolina 68% 78% South Dakota 12% 19% 
Tennessee 55% 81% Wisconsin 9% 23% 
Texas 47% 67%       
Virginia 27% 47%       

West Virginia 26% 70%       
            
WEST 35% 53% NORTHEAST 18% 26% 
Alaska 40% 50% Connecticut 11% 16% 
Arizona 44% 63% Delaware 37% 39% 
California 43% 57% Maine 20% 42% 
Colorado 21% 44% Massachusetts 12% 18% 
Hawaii 0% 0% New Hampshire 2% 5% 
Idaho 25% 56% New Jersey 14% 19% 
Montana 21% 35% New York 26% 36% 
Nevada 11% 22% Pennsylvania 20% 29% 
New Mexico 60% 79% Rhode Island 30% 32% 
Oregon 44% 69% Vermont 9% 22% 
Utah 10% 22%       
Washington 25% 45%       

Wyoming 4% 8%       
 
“Free Lunch” Column is the percentage of schools districts in the state or region in which a majority of the districts’ 
students are eligible for a free lunch – children in households with an income below 130 percent of the poverty line. 

 
 

State/Region Free Lunch  Free / Reduced Lunch  
50 States 
USA 32% 47% 
South 56% 76% 
Non-South 25% 38% 

 



Founded in 1867 as the George Peabody Education Fund, the Southern Education Foundation’s 

mission is to advance equity and excellence in education for low income students and students of color.  

SEF uses research, advocacy, and collaboration to improve outcomes from

early childhood to young adulthood. 

 Our core belief is that education is the vehicle by which all students get fair chances to 

develop their talents and contribute to the common good.
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