
Long IsLand’s EducatIonaL structurE:  
rEsourcEs, outcomEs, optIons

IntroductIon

The Long Island Association 
describes the region’s schools as 
“the centerpiece of our lifestyle” 
and “the driving force behind this 
region’s economic vitality and 
attractiveness to business.” But 
while some of our schools are the 
best in the country, many are not 
doing well at all.

What accounts for these differ
ences? The Long Island Index set 
out over the past year to study our 
region’s educational system. We 
approach the subject not from  
the standpoint of pedagogy—we 
are not educators—but rather in 
structural terms. We quantified 
how educational services are deliv
ered on our island. By unraveling 
the intricate relationships between 
funding sources and educational 
outcomes in a way that hasn’t 
been done before, we find that 
while we pay a lot in taxes, we 
don’t always get what we expect 
and sometimes we don’t get what 
we need.

We worked with several research 
teams to uncover the multiple 
aspects of this problem. Hofstra 
University completed a statistical 
analysis of the relationships 
between disparities in educational 
resources, challenges, and out
comes. Fiscal Policy Institute 
studied the impact of New York 
State’s complex and shifting for
mulas for educational funding. 
The Survey Center at Stony Brook 
University polled Long Islanders 
on their opinions about our edu
cation system and their attitudes 
toward proposed reforms.

What we found is significant.

•		There	is	a	tremendous	differ
ence in what districts spend  
perpupil. Even the state fund
ing formula which is supposed 
to even out the disparities 
between districts does not end 
up doing that when all the 
funding streams are looked at 
in their totality.

•		There	is	a	great	difference	in	
educational needs.

•		Where	needs	are	highest,	we	
spend the least; unsurprisingly, 
outcomes are the lowest. Con
versely, where we spend the 
most, student needs are the 
least; in these districts, edu
cational outcomes are not sig
nificantly better than in the 
middle range.

•		Isolating	high-needs	students	
compounds low performance. 
Our study showed that high
needs students in relatively 
wealthy districts significantly 
outperformed highneeds stu
dents in poor districts. Access 
to more resources and inter
action with a more diverse  
student body promote better 
achievement.

Long Island has resisted tinker
ing with its educational system. 
Over the years, proposals to create 
more opportunities for students, 
con solidate districts, build mag
net schools have gone nowhere. 
Yet maintaining the status quo 
will not work either—it is both 
too expensive to sustain and  
not delivering the necessary out
comes for the region. As we have 
done in past Index reports, we 

conducted an indepth survey  
of Long Islanders to gauge their 
knowledge of the current situa
tion and openness to change.  
We were surprised to learn how 
many Long Islanders are unaware 
of how unevenly educational 
resources are delivered across the 
region. But we were heartened  
to find that there was significant 
support for solutions that would 
give poorer students and the  
communities they live in access 
to wider opportunities. We were 
particularly struck that those 
individuals who understood the 
scope of the problem were the 
most supportive of considering 
alternatives.

With so many school districts, 
Long Island has evolved a zero
sum mentality—if one district 
gains, another loses. There are 
other options. We look at what 
other parts of the country have 
done to address these same prob
lems, and we find there are many 
ideas for Long Islanders to con
sider and adapt for our situation. 
Starting a discussion on Long 
Island’s delivery of educational 
services is tough in good economic 
times, and conventional wisdom 
would say it is dead on arrival in 
the current economic climate. 
But if the current system is too 
expensive and doesn’t offer what 
we need to move the region for
ward, then perhaps this is the 
best time to consider new ideas. 
They have worked elsewhere, and 
they hold a strong potential to 
address our issues. It is with this 
goal that the Long Island Index 
conducted this research and makes 
it available here.
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I. District Structure

Long Island counties have far more districts than most places in New York and the country.

thE LEgacy of 
thE onE-room 
schooLhousE

In comparison to the rest of the 
state, and the country, the most 
conspicuous feature of Long 
Island’s educational landscape is 
the number of districts we have.

Our historic development has 
separated Long Island into local 
districts that vary enormously  
in size, race, income, and other 
features. Indeed, our region is 
exceptional, both in how many 
school districts we have and in 
how segregated they are.

We currently have well over 100 
school districts. Nassau contains 
56 and Suffolk 68, placing them 
seventh and fourth—out of 3,066 
counties in the nation—in the 
number of districts per county.

In the first three centuries of 
European settlement in this area, 
singleschool districts and one
room schoolhouses were the norm. 
By 1905, New York State had accu
mulated 10,625 districts. Seeing 
the need to consolidate, the state 
reorganized in 1947 and again  
in 1958. By 1965 the number of 
school districts had been brought 
down to 792. There the process 
stopped. Today the overwhelming 

majority of counties in the state 
include only 15 districts or less. 
Long Island is the stark exception.

Not surprisingly, most of our dis
tricts are small, in both enroll
ment and area: 75% enroll fewer 
than 5,500 students. Eightythree 
percent cover less than fifteen 
square miles, and 36% less than 
five square miles.

This fractionated structure, as  
we will see, aside from being 
intrinsically unwieldy, produces  
a great range of anomalies and 
aberrations: in school revenues, 
expenditures, and educational 
outcomes.



Long Island districts vary greatly in enrollment, but 75% have fewer than 5,500 students.

Thirtysix percent of districts cover less than five square miles. Another 47% cover 5–15 square miles.
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*

*
The proliferation not only of 
school districts but police dis
tricts, fire districts, sanitation  
districts, water districts etc., is  
a relic of Long Island’s colonial 
history. Home Rule is an ancient 
concept of English law that spread 
across Long Island like trans
planted sparrows. Interestingly, 

the English themselves (along 
with other European countries) 
found that Home Rule interfered 
with their efforts to modernize 
and have buried the concept. 
Only in the New World does this 
medieval idea live on.

125 schooL  
dIstrIcts? arE  
you surE?

We keep saying that Long Island 
has 125 school districts. But:

•		In	discussing	results	on	achieve
ment exams, we refer only  
to the 124 school districts  
that include all or some of 
Grades K–12.

•		The	125th,	Little	Flower,	is	a	
“Special Act Public School” 
established to provide educa
tional services to residents of 
the Little Flower Residential 
Treatment Center.

•		When	we	refer	to	state	financ
ing, we count 121 districts.  
New Suffolk, Sagaponack, and 
Wainscott are too small to 
receive state funding; Little 
Flower receives its funding 
through different mechanisms.

•		Three	districts	are	high	school	
only: BellmoreMerrick, 
Sewanhaka, and Valley Stream. 
Eleven elementary school only 
districts feed these high school 
districts. Another eight districts 
are also elementary only, and 
an additional five are elemen
tary and middle school only.

What’s In a namE?
Common School Districts repre
sent the original type of school 
district. Today there are only 11 
left in New York State, four of 
them on Long Island. By law, they 
may not operate high schools, 
and therefore must contract with 
neighboring districts to provide 
secondary education.

Ninetyseven of our districts, 
78%, are Union Free School 
Districts. This indicates that they 
were formed from the “union” of  

multiple common school districts, 
“free” from the restrictions that 
had barred them from operating 
high schools.

Central School Districts are the 
most common type in New York 
State, but only 22 are found on 
Long Island. These were formed 
through the consolidation of 
common, union free, and/or cen
tral school districts. In general 
the laws governing their struc
ture are the same as union free 
school districts.

We have three Central High 
School Districts, which provide 
secondary education to students 
in two or more common or union 
free districts.

We have two City School 
Districts: Glen Cove and Long 
Beach.

“homE ruLE” LIvEs. But not In Its orIgInaL homE.

*
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II. Revenues

thE rEvEnuE 
JungLE

Revenue streams for Long Island 
schools are complicated and vary 
greatly from district to district. 
The principal sources are local 
real estate taxes, state aid to edu
cation, and local commercial 
taxes. (Federal funding for Long 
Island schools is small and rela
tively evenly distributed.)

In each of these revenue streams, 
there are great anomalies and  
disparities. Put together, educa
tional revenues seem madden
ingly inconsistent and capricious.

a. Real eState taxeS

School taxes are the largest  
component of local property 
taxes, which on Long Island are 
oppressively high. Indeed, Long 
Islanders consistently name prop
erty taxes as our region’s Number 
One problem.

•		According	to	a	2006	study	by	
the Long Island Index, Long 
Island property taxes are 2.5 
times the national average.

•		Long	Island	taxes	have	increased	
20% in the past ten years; state
wide, the increase was only 6%. 
Among all our local taxes, school 
taxes have grown the most.

•		Per	capita	property	taxes	on	
Long Island are comparable  
to those in peer counties such 
as Westchester, Bergen, and 
Fairfield. However, they are 
almost 60% higher than those 
in Fairfax, Virginia, an area  
of comparable wealth. The big 
difference in Fairfax: a single 
school district serves the entire 
county.

schooL taxEs vary drastIcaLLy 
BEtWEEn dIstrIcts

Because property values vary so 
greatly between communities, 
reliance on real estate taxes pro
duces enormous disparities. For 
one thing, wealthy districts are 
able to raise far higher revenues 
than poor districts.

At the same time, the system 
inflicts hardship on taxpayers  
at both ends of the spectrum. 
Residents of wealthy districts pay 
enormous sums. These are an  

overwhelming burden for many,  
particularly senior citizens or 
other longterm owners forced  
to pay taxes on houses that are 
now worth much more than when 
they bought them.

On the other hand, people in dis
tricts where income and property 
values are low are forced to tax 
themselves at extraordinarily high 
rates, and still are not able to raise 
adequate funds for their schools.

Page 8 | 2009 Long Island Index | Special analySiS | II. Revenues
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School taxes on Long Island have climbed 172% in eight years—faster than any other levy, and much faster than the  
rate of inflation.

SPECIAL ANALYSIS A-C

Special Analysis client excel chart A

Source: New York State Office of State Comptroller (OSC); CGR.
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Special Analysis client excel chart B
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Special Analysis client excel chart C
Gap in Achievement: Highest Obstacles vs. Lowest Obstacles

Source: New York State Education Department; Hofstra University.
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From 1995 to 2005, the gap in perpupil revenues between the  
wealthiest 10% of districts and the poorest increased from $8,756  
to $11,032, in constant dollars.
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Tax Increase on a $450,000 Home If District Raises Expenditures by $250/Student

Source: New York State Education Department; Fiscal Policy Institute.

thE Effort rEquIrEd to raIsE rEvEnuEs for EducatIon varIEs 
trEmEndousLy across Long IsLand.

Some districts could raise perpupil revenues $250, just by adding a few dollars to the tax on a $450,000 home. For other  
districts, it would cost hundreds.
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The disparity can be seen in an 
analysis provided by the Fiscal 
Policy Institute. They asked how 
much, in each Long Island dis
trict, taxes would have to rise  
on a $450,000 home in order to 
increase revenues by $250 per
pupil. The Institute found:

•		The	tax	increase	needed	
depends on the number of  

students in the district and the 
overall wealth of the community 
(i.e., more homes with higher 
property values).

•		In	districts	with	high	wealth-
perpupil, a relatively small  
tax increase will significantly 
raise perpupil revenues. Where 
wealthperpupil is low, a much 
greater tax increase is needed.

•		It	would	cost	a	Fire	Island	tax
payer $1.72 per $450,000 home 
to raise the funds; in Brentwood 
the cost would be $325.67.

•		When	districts	of	similar	size	
are compared, poor districts 
must increase taxes up to 6.5 
times as much as wealthy dis
tricts, in order to raise the  
same perpupil revenue.

NYS Defined Need Level*
3 = High Need  Districts
6 = Low Need Districts

*These categories are based on a measure of a district's ability to meet the needs of its students with local resources.
  This measure is caluclated by dividing a district's estimated poverty percentage by its Combined Wealth Ratio.

Source: New York State Education Department; Fiscal Policy Institute.

SPECIAL ANALYSIS CH 5_7

Special Analysis client excel chart #5

Special Analysis client excel chart #6

Special Analysis client excel chart #7

Math Results for High Obstacle Schools in Most Affluent and
Least Affluent Communities

Source: New York State Education Department; Hofstra University.
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Ooops I think is actually the exact same graph??

Note to C&C:        
Use same chart format from 2008 Index pg 61 but make the chart portion wider than it was in 2008.        
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When districts of similar size are compared, poorer districts must increase taxes up to 6.5 times as much as 
wealthier districts to achieve the same increase in perpupil revenue.



B. State aid

All districts receive funding from 
the state. But here again, amounts 
differ greatly. Because wealthier 
districts raise so much more money 
from property taxes, state aid is 
provided disproportionately to poor 
districts. The additional state aid, 
however, does not come close to 
bridging the gap: the wealthiest 
districts end up with almost 50% 
more revenue perstudent than 
the poorest districts.

When districts are grouped by 
affluence, these disparities become 
apparent. The more affluent the 
community, the more total reve
nues they raise, and the higher 
the percentage coming from  
local taxes.

somE aId programs undo thE 
Work of othErs

Formulas for apportioning state 
aid are complicated. Moreover, 
aid comes from a variety of pro
grams. Some programs redistrib
ute aid in ways that undercut the 
equalizing effect of the current 
state “Foundation Formula.”

Prior to the current formula being 
enacted, in the academic year 
2005–06, the 20% of districts 
with the highest proportion of 
students in poverty received twice 
the amount of total state aid per
pupil as the 20% of districts with 
the lowest proportion of students  
in poverty. This formula, chal
lenged in court by the Campaign  

for Fiscal Equity, was found to  
be inadequate, because it did not 
take sufficient account of the 
greater educational obstacles  
that poor districts confront.

A new formula to direct aid based 
on district need was established for 
the 2007–08 academic year. The 
Foundation Formula weighed sev
eral indicators of a district’s need 
(e.g., poverty, Limited English 
Proficiency, regional cost of living 
differences), as well as the dis
trict’s ability to provide resources 
to meet those needs (e.g., district 
property wealth, income perpupil, 
and combined wealth ratio). As 
shown in the chart on page 13, 
the poorest districts were now to 
receive about three times as much 
as the wealthiest.

This, however, is not what hap
pened, because of the effects of 
other state aid programs—two  
in particular.

The STAR (School TAx Relief) 
program provides property tax 
relief for homeowners by paying  
a portion of the school taxes on 
owneroccupied, primary resi
dences. STAR pays to each resi
dent’s local district the school  
tax on the first $60,096 of prop
erty value in Nassau County and 
the first $56,436 in Suffolk. (An 
enhanced STAR program pro
vides additional assistance to 
elderly homeowners who meet a 
maximum income requirement.)

Aid to High Tax Districts is an 
aid program particularly targeted 
toward Long Island and other 
downstate suburban school dis
tricts. The plan employs a com
plex formula, which despite the 
use of “high tax” in the name,  
directs aid mainly based on high 
perpupil expenditures. The pro
gram distributed a little over $200 
million statewide, of which 70% 
came to Long Island.

The effect of STAR and Aid to 
High Tax Districts is to reduce 
the equalizing effect of the Foun
dation Formula. That formula 
would have provided Long Island’s 
neediest districts with almost 
three times as much aid as the 
wealthiest districts. When the 
two other programs are included, 
the aid dropped to only 1.8 times 
the aid to the wealthiest districts. 
That’s actually less than the 
2005–06 level, which had been 
found inadequate.

One way to correct the imbalance 
would be to take the total amount 
of state education aid coming to 
Long Island, including STAR and 
Aid to High Tax Districts, and 
divide the whole sum in accord
ance with the Foundation Formula. 
If this were done, Long Island’s 
high poverty districts would 
receive an average of 20% more 
aid perstudent.
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Special Analysis client excel chart #2

Special Analysis client excel chart #3
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Under the Foundation Formula, the poorest districts would receive 
about three times as much as the wealthiest.
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In practice, Long Island’s poorest districts receive only 1.8 times  
as much state aid as our wealthiest districts—less than under the 
Foundation Formula, and not enough to compensate for huge  
differences in local revenues.
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If all state aid were distributed according to the Foundation Formula, 
Long Island’s neediest districts would receive 20% more aid.
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dealing with diSpaRity

Funding inequalities exist in many 
states. Vermont had huge inequities 
between towns with ski resorts, 
industrial plants, malls, or vaca
tion homes—and few children—
and towns with small tax bases 
and many children.

In 1997, in response to a lawsuit, 
the state supreme court ordered  
that these “gross inequities in 
education opportunities” end.

In designing a new system, the 
state sought greater statewide 
equity while allowing communi
ties to make their own decisions 
about funding their schools.

At its simplest, here’s how it works:

•		There	are	no	longer	local	
school taxes. Public education 
is funded by state taxes depos
ited in the state Education Fund.

•		School	taxes	on	primary	resi
dences are based on property 
value or household income, 
whichever is less. A base per
pupil spending level and base 
tax rates (on both property and 
income) are set by the legisla
ture for primary residences.

•		Local	school	boards	may	pro
pose, and communities may elect 
to spend above the base level. 
Residential tax rates (property 
and income) in each commu
nity increase proportionally  
as voted spending perpupil 
increases above the base.

•		The	legislature	sets	one	school	
property tax rate—not variable 
with local school spending— 
for all nonresidential property 
(land, businesses, second homes) 
statewide.

The system, which has been tin
kered with over the years, has 
largely succeeded in eliminating 
disparities between districts, while 
preserving local control. Work 
continues to address differences in 
educational achievement includ
ing the issue of higherneed dis
tricts receiving more funding to 
successfully address their needs.

c. commeRcial taxeS

Besides differing in private wealth, 
Long Island’s school districts also 
vary enormously in revenues from 
commercial real estate taxes. 
Under existing law, these reve
nues go entirely to the school  
district in which the business is  

located, and this results in enor
mous disparities.

In communities with a large num
ber of commercial properties, 
schools can be very well funded, 
while homeowners’ tax burden is 
light. In places with little commer
cial development, residents often  

pay crushing property taxes and 
still schools remain underfunded. 
Homeowners in Uniondale, for 
example, pay only 29% of the  
school district tax levy, while those 
in districts such as Roosevelt, 
Mount Sinai, and Herricks shoul
der more than 90%.

What somE pLacEs arE doIng.*
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Commercial taxes in some districts bring in more than $14,000 perstudent; in other  
districts only a few hundred dollars.

Between one district and its nextdoor neighbor, perstudent revenues from commercial taxes can fluctuate widely.



“the minneSota 
miRacle”
In regions where school districts 
are large, revenue disparities are 
less glaring. But even where dis
tricts are small, inequities can be 
reduced by sharing or “pooling” 
commercial taxes among neigh
boring districts.

Commercial tax pooling was most 
famously implemented in the 
MinneapolisSt. Paul region, where 
the Mall of America and other 
commercial development brought 
in huge revenues to Bloomington, 
while nearby communities lan
guished. The Fiscal Disparities 
Act in 1975 brought a seven
county area into a taxsharing 
pool. Existing commercial reve
nues were left untouched, but 

each county contributes 40% of 
the growth of its commercial sector, 
with the pool distributed based on 
population and property values. 
Now in its fourth decade, the pro
gram, known as “The Minnesota 
Miracle,” has reduced disparities 
and is credited with saving older 
towns from insolvency.1

Harvey Levinson, former Chair
man of Nassau County’s Board  
of Asses sors, has raised the idea 
of pooling in relation to the pro
posed Nassau Hub. If all of the 
added tax revenues from this 
development went to one school 
district—Uniondale—homeown
ers there could see their taxes cut 
in half, while residents in neigh
boring communities would get  
no relief at all. Levinson suggests 
that the benefits be more widely 

distributed, with Uniondale receiv
ing extra shares to offset local 
impacts from the development.

* SURVEY *

The idea of tax pooling appeals 
to Long Islanders. In a Long 
Island Index survey this year, 
73% said they would support  
“a proposal to pool commercial 
property taxes and distribute 
them equally throughout the 
county’s school districts.” The 
2006 Suffolk County Home
owners Tax Reform Commission 
agreed that regionalizing com
mercial taxes could promote 
greater equity, but noted that 
“implementation would be 
difficult.”2

1  Myron Orfield and Nicholas Wallace, “The Minnesota Disparities Act of 1971: The Twin Cities’ Struggle and Blueprint for Regional Cooperation,” William Mitchell 
Law Review, Volume 33, Number 2, March 7, 2007, pages 591–612.

2  Suffolk County Homeowners Tax Reform Commission, Report delivered to the Suffolk County Legislature on December 27, 2006; Section IV: Fixing the Existing 
System, Page 6.
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III. Resources

rEsourcEs vs. nEEds

We have seen how the educa
tional landscape creates anoma
lies and imbalances in revenues. 
Turning to school expenditures, 
we find similar inconsistency  
and irrationality. Often schools 
with the greatest needs get the 
fewest resources, while elsewhere 
large sums are spent that do not 
improve educational achievement.

To begin with, the vastly different 
revenues raised by school districts 
result in huge differences in per
pupil expenditures. On average, 
almost $8,000 more is spent each 
year on a child in one of the 
wealthiest districts than a child 
in one of the poorest.

impactS on SchoolS

Lower expenditures translate into 
substantial educational disadvan
tages for Long Island’s poorest 
schools. Comparing key features 
in Long Island schools, Hofstra 
University researchers discovered:

•		Schools	in	the	poorest	com-
munities have larger numbers 
of students than those in 
wealthier communities: an 
average of over 800 compared 
to about 600.

•		The	poorest	communities	have	
higher studentteacher ratios: 
15:1, compared to 13:1 in the 
wealthiest districts.

•		Almost	all	teachers,	97%,	have	
a Master’s degree or higher in  

schools in the wealthiest com
munities, compared to 82%  
in the poorest. In some of the 
latter schools, only 50% of 
teachers have a Master’s degree.

•		Schools	in	the	wealthiest	dis
tricts have twice as many com
puters, essential educational 
tools today, as schools in the 
poorest districts.

•		Wealthy	districts	also	provide	
newer text books, better facili
ties, more Advanced Placement 
courses, and more specialized 
classes such as art and music.

Differences in resources make 
Long Island’s poorest and wealthi
est schools very different places.
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Schools spend 45% more—almost $8,000 more—per child 
in the wealthiest onefifth of districts than the poorest.



addReSSing educational 
oBStacleS

Long Island school districts differ 
greatly not only in their resources, 
but also in their needs. Some 
schools face special educational 
hurdles, including high poverty, 
high population of students with 
Limited English Proficiency (LEP), 
and a high degree of racial segre
gation—Whites and Asians sepa
rated from Blacks and Latinos.

The researchers grouped the 
schools from those with the 
greatest obstacles to those with 
the least, and correlated the 
obstacles with academic achieve
ment. They found that achieve
ment in highobstacle schools 
consistently lagged behind that  
in lowobstacle schools.

•		Students	in	the	highest-obstacle	
group showed by far the poorest 
performance. Gaps between 
other groups were slight.

•		The	gap	widens	as	students	
grow older. By eighth grade the 
difference in math proficiency 
reaches 45 percentage points— 
2.5 times the fourth grade gap. 
(The seemingly lower gap in 
Regents scores is misleading: 
many underperforming students 
have dropped out of school by 
then and do not take the test.)

•		Similar	patterns	were	found	for	
scores on English examinations, 
graduation rates, and overall 
college readiness.
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The fewer the obstacles, the higher the achievement. But the  
quintile that faces the greatest obstacles is by far the most affected.

The achievement gap for children with the most obstacles,  
significant in fourth grade, becomes overwhelming by eighth.
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Schools in the least affluent communities are the ones that face 
the greatest educational obstacles. These schools need more 
resources; instead they get less.

Obstacles fall heaviest on people of color. Schools facing the greatest 
learning obstacles are, taken together, almost 80% Black and Latino, 
while schools with the least obstacles are over 90% White.

StRuctuRal miSmatcheS

Schools facing higher obstacles 
obviously require greater resources. 
But here again our local district 
structure creates anomalies. Not 
surprisingly, the schools with the 
highest obstacles exist in commu
nities with the least affluence, as 
the accompanying chart shows.3

These schools start out with less 
money, and have to devote more 
of it to everything from more ESL 
(English as a Second Language) 
staff to remedial programs to 
greater school security. That 
leaves less money available for  
all those other things: the small 
classsizes, qualified, experienced 
teachers, computers, enrichment 
programs, and so on.

Meanwhile, in other districts 
large sums are spent that do not 
translate into higher achieve
ment. On eighth grade math 
tests, for example, 80% of stu
dents in Long Island’s wealthiest 
schools are proficient—no better 
than in midrange schools.

3  The greater presence of obstacles in the most 
affluent 20% of schools is an anomaly based on  
a number of very affluent districts, particularly  
in the East End and on the South Shore, where 
there are a large number of second homes which 
adds to the communities’ affluence but the full
time residents are not as wealthy. There are also 
a few districts where a high percentage of wealth
ier families send their children to private school 
rather than the local public schools. Both factors 
contribute to this slight upward trend in obstacles 
within the schools compared to the community 
as a whole.
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One major obstacle to student 
achievement is Limited English 
Proficiency. LEP students need 
special instruction, which can 
add to school costs. The problem 
is aggravated because the poorest 
schools have the highest percent
ages of LEP students—five times 
the percentages of low and mid
poverty schools. In other words, 
the schools with the most LEP 
students have the least resources 
to help them.

What is more, the percentages of 
LEP students are rapidly rising.
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gReateR ReSouRceS, 
moRe FlexiBility

“You have a whole system react
ing to a problem.” That’s how one 
town mayor explained one big 
advantage of schools in Northern 
Virginia.

Fairfax and neighboring Loudoun 
County in the suburbs of Northern 
Virginia (NVA) resemble Long 
Island, in both levels of affluence 
and levels of poverty—and in 
exceptional student achievement. 
The big difference is that in NVA 
each county has a single consoli
dated school system.

That gives them the ability to 
focus resources where they are 
needed. Adding more ESL  

teachers in schools with high 
immigrant populations, for exam
ple, or reducing class sizes where 
necessary to meet the needs of 
struggling students.

“I believe we must support these 
students to ensure they graduate 
with the same skills as their peers,” 
says Fairfax Superintendent Jack 
Dale. There is no question that 
Long Island superintendents share 
his goals. They simply do not 
command the overall level of 
resources, or the flexibility to  
put them where they’re needed.

cloSeR to home

The New York State Commission 
on Property Tax Cap recently 

proposed consolidating districts 
with fewer than 1,000 students,  
as a way to reduce school costs 
and taxes. The plan would autho
rize the State Commissioner to 
require consolidation of districts 
up to 2,000 students.

ERASE Racism examined the 
effect of consolidating Long 
Island’s districts along town and 
city lines. This would produce a 
total of 15 districts, which would 
be far less segregated by race  
and income. The new districts 
would greatly reduce differences 
in perpupil spending, and provide 
the flexibility to direct resources 
more effectively.

If districts followed town and city boundaries, none would have an overwhelming proportion of poor students. Also, more resources 
would be available to target specific needs.

What somE pLacEs arE doIng.*
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top StudentS need 
ReSouRceS, too

In New York City, acclaimed 
schools such as Stuyvesant and 
Bronx Science offer peerless  
educational opportunity to top
performing children from across 
the city. A large district can do 
that on a level that small districts 
cannot match.

But even where districts remain 
independent, regional high 
performance schools are possible. 
In the 1980s and again in the 
1990s “high schools of excel
lence” for the best and brightest 
students were proposed for New 
York State, including one for 
Long Island.

Such schools provide a path to 
outstanding achievement for chil
dren in districts that lack the 
resources to offer such programs. 
Wealthier districts are able to 
nurture such students within 
their own schools, through AP 
programs, special art programs, 
and the like. But even wealthy  
schools can’t do everything,  

and top districts vary in what 
they offer:

•		One	district	may	have	an	unbe
lievable music program: it would 
be perfect for Angela, but too 
bad—she lives in the next vil
lage over.

•		Over	20%	of	the	semi-finalists	
in Intel’s national Science 
Talent Search in the last ten 
years have come from Long 
Island schools—but half of 
them came from just seven  
districts. Imagine what Long 
Island’s kids would do if they  
all had access to what’s going 
on in those seven districts.

Indeed, when Governor Cuomo 
came to Hauppauge to drum  
up support for a high school of 
technology for gifted students,  
he emphasized the role of such 
schools in growing a corps of top 
graduates with the talent to reju
venate the business sector. Cuomo 
said of Long Island, “You either  
make this place a hightech capital 
of the United States or it won’t 
develop.” 4

Opposition comes mainly from 
the top districts, which fear that 
such schools would skim off their 
best students, as well as state aid 
based on enrollment. But experi
ence elsewhere shows that students 
in districts with solid programs 
for the gifted and talented usually 
stay there. Most of the children 
in highperformance schools come 
from the districts, both rural and 
urban, where educational resources 
are limited.5

* SURVEY *

When Long Islanders were 
asked whether they would  
support a magnet school to  
provide indepth instruction  
in science, mathematics, or the 
arts, twothirds said that they 
would. When asked if they 
would support the creation of 
such a school in their own dis
trict, support did not waver—
63% said that they would.
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4  “Cuomo Pledges Technology School for Talented,” New York Times, August 25, 1994.

5  Pearl R. Kane, “Send Gifted Kids to High School Together,” Newsday, Section: Viewpoints, December 5, 1988, page 51.

SURVEY
SURVEY

x

What somE pLacEs arE doIng.*
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trouBLIng 
dIsparItIEs

pooR childRen FaRe 
pooRly

There is a wide and persistent  
gap in educational achievement 
between schools on Long Island, 
with lowpoverty and medium
poverty schools far outstripping 
schools where poverty is high.  
A comparison of eighth grade 
Mathematics tests, a key indicator 
of high school and college suc
cess, showed 80% of Long Island 
students in low and medium 
poverty schools meeting state 
standards. In highpoverty schools 
the rate plummets to 40%.

The source of this disparity has 
already been discussed. Children 

in poor communities face added 
obstacles to learning. Their 
schools need more resources to 
help these children, but because 
of disparities in local tax reve
nues, they usually have less.

sEgrEgatIon

Long Island districts are separated 
by race as well as by income. 
Blacks and Latinos are clustered 
in areas of such extremely high 
concentrations, that to achieve 
racial balance across the region, 
74% of Blacks would have to 
move. That makes Long Island 
the third most racially segregated 
region in America.6 Segregated 
communities mean segregated 
schools: islandwide, half of all 
Black and Latino students attend 
schools that are at least 95%  
students of color.

Segregation patterns emerged in 
the postwar era from housing 
development that was often seg
regated by design. Long Island’s 
most famous suburb, Levittown,  
is a prime example. The original 
Levittown deeds forbade occu
pancy by “any person other than 
members of the Caucasian race.”7 
Despite the Supreme Court’s 1949 
ruling finding such restrictive 
covenants unconstitutional, pri
vate restrictions remained in 
effect until the Civil Rights Act 
of 1968. The impact of these 
restrictions persists. Today 89.3% 
of Levittown’s residents are White, 
9.7% are Latino, 4.7% Asian and 
0.6% are Black. Much of Long 
Island reflects a similar pattern.
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Students in the wealthiest third of school districts do no better than 
those in the middle third. But in our poorest schools, proficiency rates 
drop by half.

IV. Outcomes

6  U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2000.

7  john powell, Institute on Race and Poverty, Racism and the Opportunity Divide on Long Island (Briefing paper prepared for ERASE Racism, 2002), p. 5.



8  Robert P. O’Reilly, Racial and Social Class Isolation in the Schools: Implications for Educational Policy and Programs, 1970, Praeger Publishers, New York, page 61.

9  Richard Kahlenberg, “Radical idea: Open the doors of affluent schools to Chicago students”; Chicago Tribune, August 22, 2008.

By 1965 concerns about segrega
tion had moved the State Educa
tion Department along with the 
New York State Commission for 
Human Rights to investigate the 
matter. They found the situation 
on Long Island particularly worri
some. In Nassau County, twelve 
communities were found to have 
a very high concentration of non
whites; in Suffolk County, nine 
communities. According to the 
1965 report, “Racial and Social 
Class Isolation,” as Long Island’s 
population expanded, nonwhites 
remained an isolated group. 
“Numbers of nonwhite residents 
advanced in only a few commu
nities,” the report observed in 
classic understatement, “and  
there the proportions were mark
edly greater than in neighboring 
locations... .”8

Looking ahead, the report said, 
“If the existing population pat
terns persist, there will be even 
greater concentrations of non
whites in given suburban com
munities as the overall increases 
occur.” Fortyplus year later, this 
prediction stands confirmed.

sEgrEgatIon and EducatIon

Since Brown vs. Board of Educa
tion over a halfcentury ago, it has  

been understood—and has been  
the law of the land—that going  
to school in separate facilities is  
harmful to children. Over the 
decades, countless national studies 
have confirmed that kids do not 
do well in segregated conditions. 
They do worse in segregated 
schools than in integrated ones. 
Within integrated schools, they 
do worse in highly tracked, sub
stantially segregated classes than in 
heterogeneously grouped classes.

impRoving outcomeS FoR 
pooR, StudentS oF coloR

To isolate the role of school dis
tricts themselves in educational 
achievement, researchers at Hofstra 
compared students in poor schools 
in poor districts to students in 
poor schools in wealthier districts. 
Across the board—in achievement 
tests at different grade levels and 
in high school graduation rates—
the students in wealthier districts 
outperformed those in poor dis
tricts. On state math tests, stu
dents from wealthier districts 
scored 11 to 19 points higher 
than those in poor districts.

Two factors help explain the  
difference. One is the greater 
resources of wealthier districts,  

which translate into smaller  
classes, more experienced teach
ers, and the rest. The other is a 
different educational environment. 
As Richard Kahlenberg explains,

  It’s an advantage to have peers 
who are academically engaged 
and expect to go to college; 
parents who actively volunteer 
in the classroom and hold school 
officials accountable; and highly 
qualified teachers who have 
high expectations. On average, 
all these ingredients [of] good 
schools are far more likely to  
be found in middleclass than 
poor schools.9
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Long Islanders See Diversity as an Important Goal
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In our poll 79% strongly or somewhat agree that when children 
attend schools that are more diverse it better prepares them for 
college and the workplace. 64% support consolidation to make 
the schools more diverse.

NYS Defined Need Level*
3 = High Need  Districts
6 = Low Need Districts

*These categories are based on a measure of a district's ability to meet the needs of its students with local resources.
  This measure is caluclated by dividing a district's estimated poverty percentage by its Combined Wealth Ratio.

Source: New York State Education Department; Fiscal Policy Institute.
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Math Results for High Obstacle Schools in Most Affluent and
Least Affluent Communities

Source: New York State Education Department; Hofstra University.
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Note to C&C:        
Use same chart format from 2008 Index pg 61 but make the chart portion wider than it was in 2008.        
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Poor students score 11–19 points higher in wealthier districts than similar 
students in similar schools in poorer districts.
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unBounded SucceSS

Pursue equity. Excellence will follow, 
believes Carol Corbett Burris, 
principal of South Side High 
School in Rockville Centre. She 
speaks from experience.

Administrators in Rockville 
Centre were troubled by the per
sistent achievement gap between, 
on the one hand, Blacks and 
Latinos, and on the other, Whites 
and Asians. They were troubled, 
too, by the overrepresentation  
of Blacks and Latinos in low
achieving classes.

And so in the late 1990’s they 
started detracking their classes. 
Instead of isolating all the “gifted” 
students in one class, the “slow 
learners” in another, they mixed 

the classes by ability and race, 
and they taught a new, more rig
orous curriculum to everyone.

What happened to achievement?

Intuition might tell you that the 
lowtrack students might go up, 
but the hightrack students would 
go down. That’s not what educa
tional research shows, however.

And it’s not what happened in 
Rockville Center.

•		In	2000,	the	last	year	biology	
classes were tracked, 48% of 
Black and Latino students 
passed the State Regents exam, 
and 85% of White and Asian 
students. In 2001, with hetero
geneous classes and a more rig
orous curriculum, the pass rate 

for Blacks and Latinos shot  
up to 77%. What about the 
Whites and Asians? They 
climbed to 94%.

•		When	South	Side	opened	
Advanced Placement calculus 
to all its students, enrollment 
jumped 40%. Despite all those 
extra “low achievers,” the  
class average on the AP exam 
went up.

And so it went in class after  
class. All groups went up. And 
the achievement gap closed.

Burris draws a lesson from her 
experience. Give all students 
access to firstclass learning 
opportunities, she concludes,  
and everyone wins.
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In Rockville Centre, when heterogeneously grouped classes were introduced,  
Blacks and Latinos dramatically closed the achievement gap.
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SmaRt move

Seven regions across the country 
promote educational opportunity 
through Voluntary InterDistrict 
Transfer programs.

Students from struggling schools, 
typically in inner cities, attend 
school in nearby suburban dis
tricts. The programs are voluntary 
for both the transferring students 
and the receiving schools. Yet  
the programs have been running 
for 45 years, and have grown in 
size—to as many as 8,000 chil
dren, and as many as 37 districts.

These are winwin programs, in 
which both the transferring stu
dents and the receiving schools  

benefit. A study of Boston’s 
METCO program found that aca
demic achievement for the trans
fer students closely mirrored the 
high achievement of the suburban 
students. The transfer students 
attend college at nearly the same 
rate as their suburban classmates, 
and at a rate 10% higher than  
the statewide average. 100% of 
METCO seniors passed the 10th 
grade state achievement exams in 
English and math, compared to 
75% in the Boston city schools.10 
In a 1997 evaluation of METCO, 
researchers found that 82% of 
students surveyed reported a good 
or excellent experience with the 
program.11

Geographically, transfer programs 
would be quite practical on Long 
Island: the small size of our dis
tricts would make transportation 
manageable.

* SURVEY *

Our poll asked Long Islanders 
what they thought of offering  
a limited number of children  
in failing school districts the 
chance to attend better schools 
in nearby districts where space 
is available: 67% were in favor 
and only 27% were opposed. 
When asked if they would favor 
such a plan in their own school 
district, support did not signifi
cantly decrease: 64% were in 
favor and only 30% opposed.
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Comparison of Average Salary and Change in Employment, Long Island

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics; Hofstra University.
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10  METCO Program publication, Education Policy Initiatives, January 19, 2007; http://www.metcoinc.org/METCO_Policy_Initiatives_Updated_11907.pdf.

11  “METCO Study Finds Broad Support from Parents/Students,” The Harvard University Gazette, September 25, 1997;  
http://www.hno.harvard.edu/gazette/1997/09.25/METCOStudyFinds.html.
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takIng up thE 
chaLLEngE

Our examination of education  
on Long Island shows us a school 
system with a rich history, but  
an unpromising future. A system 
handed down over centuries now 
lacks efficiency and flexibility. 
From kids with learning disabili
ties to budding artistic prodigies, 
too many of our children aren’t 
getting what they need. Our costs 
keep soaring, while thousands 
continue to fail.

the impeRative FoR 
change

The failures and enormous dis
parities of our school system  
raise concerns both ethical and 
practical.

On the one hand, these condi
tions do not match our values. 
Such vast inequity violates our 
most basic concept of fairness, 
and America’s foundational belief 
in equality of opportunity.

From a practical standpoint, our 
failure to meet the needs of so 
many students threatens the eco
nomic viability of our region.

In a postindustrial, high 
technology society, a region’s  
economic survival stands or falls 
on the talent of its workforce.  

A study for the Lumina Founda
tion found that at current rates, 
by 2025 the nation will face a 
shortfall of 16million college
educated workers. Nationwide, 
the race is on among regions  
both to attract educated workers 
and to “grow them locally.” In 
successful, hightech centers like 
Silicon Valley and San Diego, 
regionwide groups are focused  
as never before on raising school 
achievement.

Nations around the world have 
joined the competition, and are 
gaining on the United States at 
alarming rates. We used to have 
the highest collegeeducation 
rates in the world, and still do 
among those aged 55–64. But 
among those aged 25–34, we’ve  
fallen to tenth, as other nations  

have raced past us. Today college
degree rates are increasing faster 
in every other country tracked by 
the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) than here in America.

In this environment, a region 
that leaves significant numbers  
of its children undereducated  
is heading for disaster. Already 
Long Island’s economy is stag
nating. Growth in highpaying 
skilled jobs has stalled, and our 
decadeslong income advantage 
over the rest of the country has 
now disappeared. Our economic 
future hinges on whether we can 
succeed in incubating new busi
nesses in nextgeneration tech
nologies such as biotech. That 
simply will not happen without a 
highly educated young workforce.

V. The Future
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Special Analysis client excel chart #11

Comparison of Average Salary and Change in Employment, Long Island

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics; Hofstra University.
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Long Island was long known for high incomes. 
That advantage has all but disappeared.
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the path to change

To meet the challenge, we need 
to come together in a vigorous 
and sustained regional dialogue.

We must elevate education to the 
top of our regional agenda. Leaders 
and ordinary citizens, experts and 
advocates, educators and business
people, must come to the table—
and stay for as long as it takes. 
We’re going to need both leader
ship and cooperation.

We’ll also need to study hard, and 
think big.

openneSS

The problems we face are long
standing and have deep, struc
tural roots. We need a vision as 
big as the challenge.

We need a wide search for solu
tions, not a narrow one. This 
Special Analysis has offered  
snapshots of some of the many 
approaches being tried in other 
places. Now is a time to lay all 
options on the table and earnestly 
explore each one: Could it work 
here? How might it be adapted to 
make it work?

We need an unbounded vision. 
We must preserve what’s best  
in our schools, without being 
constrained by the way it’s  
always been.

Centuries have shaped our local 
perspective, which now views 
education as a zerosum game. If 
one district gains, another must 
lose. If a magnet school opens, 
districts that send their students 
will lose funding. If ESL students 
get more, regular education pro
grams will get less. The conver
sation stops. The answer is no. 
Such has been the history of our 
region, and it has to change.

To change it, we must maintain 
the bigger picture. Stay clear about 
how our region depends on better 
educated students. Keep in sight 
that we will stand or fall together.
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* SURVEY *

awaReneSS

Poll data reveal that many people 
are as yet unaware of our educa
tional realities. For example:

•		Half	of	all	Black	students	
attend schools that are 95% 
nonWhite, but only 34%  
of Long Islanders realize  
this fact.

•		Only	26%	of	Long	Islanders	
know that expenditures vary 
greatly from one school dis
trict to another.

•		61%	believe	that	a	Black	or	
Latino child in Long Island 
public schools receives the 
same quality of education as a 
White child, and 57% believe 
poor children receive the same 
quality as middleincome 
children.

Polls show that a majority of 
Long Islanders support systemic 
changes to decrease inequities, 
reduce segregation, and bring 
more resources to poor students 
and	students	of	color.	But	while	
all groups support change, sup
port	is	higher	among	Blacks	and	

Latinos than Whites. In part, the 
difference may reflect the fact 
that these groups would most 
directly benefit from proposed 
reforms.	But	a	second	factor	
may	also	be	at	work:	Blacks	 
and Latinos are more aware of 
the problems.

The Long Island Index commits 
itself to the effort to increase 
public awareness and under
standing in regard to our educa
tion system; we urge individuals 
and groups from across the Island 
to join in the effort.
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Source: New York State Education Department; Fiscal Policy Institute.
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an uRgent challenge

Our school system, though admi
rable in many ways, does not 
reflect our values, nor serve our 
needs. As the demand for a well
educated workforce becomes more 
urgent, so does the necessity of 
securing a topflight education for 
every student. Failure to do so 
now threatens to blight not only 
the dreams of our children, but  
the viability of our region. The 
status quo is not an option.

The cando spirit that made Long 
Island America’s leading suburb 
in the postwar era came mainly 
in local, individualized efforts. 
Today we must harness that spirit 
to a new cooperative effort.

Time is not on our side. Our 
economy is losing ground—to 
regions that have made educa
tional reform a top priority. It is 
unreasonable to think conditions 
will improve for us, if we don’t 
take steps to improve them. The 

coming generation of children 
may well be Long Island’s last 
best hope for economic renewal. 
Our actions in just the next few 
years will determine whether  
we nobly save or meanly lose  
that hope.

“ I believe deeply that we cannot solve the 
challenges of our time unless we solve 
them together—unless we perfect our 
union by understanding that we may have 
different stories, but we hold common 
hopes; that we may not look the same 
and we may not have come from the same 
place, but we all want to move in the 
same direction—towards a better future 
for our children and our grandchildren.”

Barack	Obama


