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Executive Summary

School district boundary change has an extensive history in the United States.

Lines were redrawn to eliminate over 100,000 school districts in the twentieth

century,  consolidating one-room-schoolhouse districts into comprehensive

systems offering modern education and professionalized teaching.  Since

then, states and communities have continued to change school district

boundaries, albeit in a less consistent way. Consolidation—erasing the line

between two school systems—has often been a way of seeking greater

efficiencies or attempting to address fiscal distress or declining enrollment.  By

contrast, secession—pulling away from a school district by drawing a new

dividing line—has often been a means for affluent, usually predominantly

White communities to keep their property tax dollars within their own small

enclaves.  But redistricting has almost never been used as a tool for advancing

education equity, even though it holds great potential to create fairer school

districts.

School district boundaries serve two main purposes. First, they define the area

in which resident children can go to a certain group of schools. Second, they

outline the local taxing jurisdiction that will provide much of those schools’

funding. This means that the placement of the district border is one of the

most powerful ways that policymakers decide which children have access to

what school resources. Too often, school district boundaries are drawn along

existing neighborhood fault lines, outlining unequal tax bases and replicating

residential segregation by race and class in our public schools.  But the right

boundaries, drawn to encompass more integrated student populations and

more equal tax bases, could transform our public-school systems.

1
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For this report, we seek to do just that.

We draw on the machine-learning

methods often used for legislative

redistricting to simulate new school

system boundaries and measure their

impact on segregation and tax-base

equity. This report and its

accompanying interactive map and

data tool show how specific

redistricting choices can create fairer

school systems for our children.

Gains from Different
Approaches to School System
Redistricting

This report presents three

redistricting models and assesses: (1) how well they equalize per-pupil

property tax capacity across districts; (2) how much more representative the

proposed districts are of statewide student racial demographics; and (3) how

much more similar the proposed districts’ poverty rates are to the statewide

school-aged poverty rate.

The first model, which we call blank-slate redistricting, entirely replaces

each state’s school district map with one optimized for gains in tax-base

equality and integration between school districts. In the average state

analyzed, this model would produce:

66.6 percent fairer access to local property tax revenue

47.6 percent greater racial integration

65.0 percent greater economic integration

The second model, county-based redistricting, measures the gains in tax-

base equality and integration that would result if all school districts had the

same borders as counties. This model is not algorithmically optimized but uses

existing jurisdictional boundaries to provide a point of comparison with the

other models. In the average state analyzed, this approach would produce:

39.0 percent fairer access to local property tax revenue

40.7 percent greater racial integration

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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57.2 percent greater economic integration

The third model, redistricting by merger, strategically merges existing

school districts to create an optimized map of larger districts that offer fairer

access to property wealth and increase integration between school districts. In

the average state analyzed, this approach would produce:

63.0 percent fairer access to local property tax revenue

48.2 percent greater racial integration

54.6 percent greater economic integration

All of these gains can be achieved without changing anything about property

values or where families live—just by redrawing the imaginary lines that

separate students from resources, and from each other.

A Time for Better Borders

State policy discussions about education funding usually focus on allocations:

the formula that states use to determine how much money districts need for

their schools and students. But state policy also governs many aspects of local

funding. One underused way for states to make local school funding fairer is to

redraw school district boundaries to encompass more equal tax capacities and

more diverse student populations. With whole-state redistricting using any of

the three approaches discussed in this report, states can better align district

property tax bases to the number of students they support and ensure that all

kids get a fairer share of the state’s property tax base, regardless of race, class,

or neighborhood.

• 

• 

• 

• 
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This is an opportune moment for states to take up this challenge. State budgets

are newly threatened by severe cuts to federal safety net programs. Big

reductions in health care funding and food assistance will leave states

squeezed, and they will likely consider cuts to education funding. Property-

poor districts depend more heavily on state aid, and across-the-board cuts are

likely to affect their students the most, unless they can make up the difference

by severely increasing local property taxes.  Rather than subject these districts

to the double whammy of state aid cuts and higher property taxes, states

should try redistricting to eliminate big property-wealth disparities. The

proposals in this report offer a new way to rightsize districts’ tax bases so they

correspond with their student populations. By bringing all districts’ per-pupil

tax capacity closer to the statewide property valuation per pupil, states can

reduce any one district’s reliance on state aid, softening the blow of state

budget cuts. At the same time, districts will have more of a local cushion—a tax

base that can better support schools without onerous rate increases.

It has become commonplace to observe that disparities between our nation’s

school systems prevent public education from being the “great equalizer”

envisioned by schooling pioneer Horace Mann in 1848.  Students of different

backgrounds are not prepared to go on to participate in the economy, or in

American democracy, on equal terms. But this problem arises in large part

from ground-level divides that simply do not have to exist. Students of

different races and economic backgrounds do not need to be segregated into

different districts. Property tax capacity does not have to be so much higher in

some school systems than others. These conditions are the result of the fact

that states place their school district borders along lines that entrench and

worsen America’s racial and economic divides.

Just as legislative gerrymandering can shift the balance of political power in a

state without changing anything about the voters who live there, the choice of

where to draw school district boundaries can give the same kids, living in the

same communities, access to better- or worse-funded public schools. By

adopting a redistricting approach like one of the models presented here, states

can choose a different present for their students and set them up for a better

future.

6

7

8
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I. Introduction

State conversations about school system redistricting have become more

common in the United States, especially in Pennsylvania, where lawmakers

have been discussing the idea for nearly two decades. The state’s 1.5 million

public school students are spread among 500 different school districts. These

range in size from over 118,000 students in Philadelphia to fewer than 150 in

the rural Austin Area School District. There are 112 districts that enroll under

1,000 students.  Most of the boundaries between districts were drawn many

decades ago, often in ways that separate students by race and income. The

profusion of small districts creates extra administrative expenses, and the

state’s heavy reliance on local taxes to fund public education leaves many

schools cash-poor.

In 2007, the state legislature’s Budget and Finance Committee ordered a study

of district consolidation that found the potential for cost savings.  In 2009,

Governor Ed Rendell took up the cause and proposed cutting the state’s 500-

some school districts down to 100, putting it on par with states like North

Carolina.  A legislator proposed a bill in 2010 that would have replaced

existing school systems with county-based school districts.  A House

Republican sought to create a $100 million School District Consolidation

Incentive Fund in 2015,  and a Senate Democrat tried to legislate both

financial aid and state planning support for mergers in 2023.  Today, a state

representative is again proposing that Pennsylvania reduce the district count

through consolidation.  But time after time, these efforts have failed.

Changing political boundaries is never easy, but Pennsylvania has fallen short

in part because lawmakers have defined their case too narrowly, focusing only

on efficiencies from school district consolidation and greater economies of

scale. They have ignored two other potential benefits from school district

boundary change: greater fiscal equity between school districts, and reduced

racial and economic segregation. These are stubborn problems in American

public schools—not just in Pennsylvania, but across the country.  And they are

closely connected. Both have to do with where Americans of different races

and incomes live, and why.

Decades of American housing policy have resulted in deep residential

segregation and prevented people of color, in particular, from building wealth

in their homes.  In the twentieth century, this included openly race-based

policies that made it effectively impossible for homebuyers of certain

ethnicities to secure mortgages in many areas and reserved certain housing for

White families. Today, it manifests in subtler forms of discrimination, like

zoning rules that effectively close towns or communities to the construction of

affordable housing. These policies, past and present, have produced a
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residential landscape that is highly segregated by race and class. Because

nearly all public-school students attend school in the district in which they

live, and school district boundaries are frequently drawn along existing racial

and residential fault lines, segregation between neighborhoods also means

segregation between school systems.

Unfair housing policy shows up in schools in another way: unequal district

budgets. Much of the disparity in school funding between school districts

comes from differences in local property tax bases. The average school district

in the United States received 43.5 percent of its revenue from local sources in

2023, and the majority of that—27.1 percent of the total—came from local

property taxes.  School district funding amounts are therefore directly tied to

local property wealth levels. Higher property values mean a district will be able

to raise ample revenue for schools easily, at lower tax rates. As a result, big

funding gaps are often related to significant disparities in the property tax

base. Because property-poor districts struggle to collect enough local revenue

for schools, they are at a disadvantage in everything from attracting the best

teachers to building and maintaining modern school buildings. And since

property values are shaped by many years of racialized housing policy, it is not

only high-poverty districts that often deal with low tax capacity; it is also

districts that serve many students of color.

This ground-level school finance inequality, with its troubling racial

dimension, is an injustice to students. To state lawmakers, it is also a budget

problem. States have constitutional obligations to provide students with a fairly

and adequately funded public education.  Local property taxes just aren’t

sufficient to support that education in most school districts. So, states spend

billions of dollars on K–12 education each year, compensating for local funding

inequality by providing greater amounts of state aid to districts with less

property wealth. This is the reason that only slightly less than half of school

funding comes from local sources in the average school district. A similar

proportion comes from state aid, though this share is generally lower in

property-wealthy districts and higher in property-poor districts.  In nearly

every state, however, school finance policy allows plenty of room for high-

wealth districts to counteract this progressive aid with additional local tax

revenue for their own schools, overwhelming state efforts. This makes it an

ever-increasing task for states to achieve resource equity just through

compensatory aid.

The job will only get harder over the next few years. Districts, still not fully

recovered from the COVID-19 pandemic and its massive academic

disruptions, are currently dealing with the expiration of their final federal

pandemic relief funds.  State budgets are newly threatened by severe cuts to

federal safety net programs; slashed federal funding for health care and food

assistance will leave states squeezed, as they will need to meet new costs with

less revenue.  Since public education spending looms so large in state
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budgets, it is unlikely that K–12 schools will be spared in the financial crunch.

And state education aid cuts are likely to hit low-wealth districts hardest.

Because state funding policies are set up so that property-poor districts receive

more of their funding from the state, across-the-board state cuts affect their

budgets the most. (Multiple studies of Great Recession education cuts show

exactly that. ) This puts the burden on school systems with smaller tax bases

and asks them to jack up property taxes to make up the loss. But the last few

years have already seen substantial property tax increases for the average

American homeowner.  Something has to give.

School redistricting is a solution for all of these problems. If states draw district

boundaries with the goals of encompassing more diverse student populations

and more equal amounts of property wealth per pupil, then the system will be

fairer at the ground level. States will be better able to provide an equally

resourced education to all their students, without making individual districts

disproportionately dependent on state aid.

With this report, we show how. Drawing on machine-learning methods often

used for legislative redistricting, we simulated three options for new school

system boundaries and measured their impact on segregation and tax-base

equity. We offer a first-of-its-kind interactive map and data tool displaying

states’ current school district maps and better alternatives, showing how

specific redistricting choices can create a fairer school system for our children.

The gains from these changes would be enormous. The average state analyzed

showed a potential 66.6 percent increase in the equality of per-pupil tax base

between districts, as well as a 47.6 percent reduction in racial segregation and

a 65.0 percent decrease in economic segregation between districts. All of this

can be achieved without changing anything about property values or where

families live—just by redrawing the imaginary lines that separate students

from resources, and from each other.
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II. The Past, Present, and Future of School System
Redistricting

A Century of School District Boundary Change

Pennsylvania’s school district consolidation conversations, and those

happening today in other states, are actually a return to something that used to

be quite common. The National Center for Education Statistics records that in

the 1939–40 school year, there were 117,108 regular public-school districts.  By

the 2022–23 school year—the most recent reported—there were 13,318 districts,

a decline of 88.6 percent. Most of these school districts were eliminated in the

middle third of the twentieth century. Over 33,000 districts were dissolved in

the 1940s, and the number was reduced by half in each of the following two

decades, leaving just 17,995 by the 1970–71 school year. Since then, declines

have been more modest but steady, with a healthy handful of districts

disappearing from the count each year.

In his book The Fight for Local Control, education historian Campbell F. Scribner

describes how this massive change occurred.  In large part, it was a story of

consolidation. One-room schoolhouses in rural areas, originally governed by

small groups of local residents and funded almost entirely with community

property taxes, began to join together into larger school systems. At first, these

consolidations happened on local initiative. They were driven by a desire for

separate high schools with more course options and professionalized teaching,

and by a need for greater economies of scale during economic downturns.

Later mergers were driven by top-down policies, including state financial

incentives (both increased aid for consolidators and financial penalties for

resisters) and new rules requiring larger schools and specific curricula that

were far easier to implement in bigger districts. Ultimately, many states

mandated the dissolution not only of one-room schoolhouse districts, but

small-town high school districts as well. Despite significant pushback from

rural voters, by the 1970s, nearly all one-room schoolhouses had been

eliminated in favor of larger, consolidated school districts.

Today, school district consolidation is back in state policy conversations. The

state most seriously pursuing this strategy is Vermont, where a School District

Redistricting Task Force  is charged with proposing a map of “new, larger

school district boundaries” that will “increase the efficiency of delivery of

educational services through scale,” according to its authorizing legislation.

Vermont Governor Phil Scott has suggested reducing the state’s count to just

five school districts.  A bill that would have created a similar task force in

Mississippi passed in the state House in 2025, though it didn’t progress in the
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Senate.  New Jersey has a fairly new grant program that provides funding to

districts that wish to study regionalization and consolidation,  and several

school districts have begun the process, motivated by falling numbers of

students and funding challenges.  And a Pennsylvania state representative is

proposing to study the idea, citing inefficiencies, increasing costs, and rising

property taxes.  Much of this activity is due to the fact that declining public

school enrollment leaves many districts serving smaller student populations

than the ones for which they were built.

Consolidation is not the only form of school district boundary change. In

addition to mergers,  most states allow the partial transfer of territory between

two extant school districts.  States also tend to permit the splitting of one

school district into two or more, including via the secession of part of an

existing district.  This process is less common than consolidation, however,

and mergers continue to reduce America’s overall count of districts. States

prescribe different processes for these boundary changes and impose a range

of requirements and limitations.

Consolidation is often driven by efficiency concerns, either to capture new

economies of scale or to address inefficiencies that have come about through

declining enrollment. Territory transfer can occur for a range of reasons, some

more benign than others—to sell empty land for development or to facilitate

school construction,  for instance, but also to reassign a small and specific set

of homes to a different school district. A transfer can have the effect of

changing local property values by affecting which schools families can access;

moving high-value property into a different district’s tax base; or increasing

segregation by shifting students to a district that is already overwhelmingly of

their same race.  School district secession also tends to result in increased

segregation and inequality. A 2022 report by the U.S. Government

Accountability Office found that the breakaway districts in a secession were

generally wealthier than the districts they left behind, and enrolled much

higher proportions of White and Asian students but far fewer Black and

Hispanic students.  In these instances, school district boundary change has

much in common with the gerrymandering of congressional and legislative

districts to diminish the voting power of specific racial groups.

In all of these forms, boundary change is used as a tool—by those seeking

fiscal efficiency; by school districts (or real estate developers) looking to buy

and sell land for economic or school construction reasons; and by residents of

the most affluent neighborhoods in school districts, looking to cement their

children’s advantages over others or to avoid specific schools, frequently those

enrolling more students of color. But redistricting is almost never used as a

policy tool by those seeking to improve the equity of education funding systems

or increase school system integration.
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Why District Boundaries Matter for Funding Fairness and
Integration

District property taxes play a significant role in school finance, albeit not on the

scale that they did in the era of the old, locally funded one-room schoolhouse.

In 2023, the average school district received over a quarter of its funding

specifically from local property taxes, and 43.5 percent of its revenue from local

sources generally.  Local tax capacity continues to determine how well school

districts can fund their schools, and big disparities in funding can often be

traced to differences in property wealth. Just as legislative gerrymandering can

shift the balance of political power in a state without changing anything about

the voters who live there, the choice of where to draw school district

boundaries can give the same kids, living in the same communities, access to

less or more local school funding.

Just as legislative gerrymandering can shift the

balance of political power in a state without

changing anything about the voters who live there,

the choice of where to draw school district

boundaries can give the same kids, living in the

same communities, access to less or more local

school funding.

How much funding can be raised from local sources is heavily determined by

the meaning of local. The school district boundary not only delimits the area in

which a set of children can go to a certain group of schools governed by a

school board, it also outlines the taxing jurisdiction that supports those schools

—defining local for the purposes of local school revenue. This means that the

placement of the district border is one of the most powerful ways that

policymakers decide which children will have access to what school resources

(Figure 1).

43

newamerica.org/education-policy/reports/redrawing-the-lines-school-system-redistricting-increase-funding-
fairness-decrease-segregation/ 15



Source: Natalya Brill/New America 

School district boundaries would matter less for fairness if there weren’t such

significant economic and racial disparities between communities. But as we

discussed in our 2024 report Crossing the Line, there are vast differences even

between neighboring school systems. These divides are no accident. They are

the result of years of housing policies that have segregated America and

prevented people of color from building housing wealth. These included

explicitly racist policies in the middle of the twentieth century, like public

funding for Whites-only housing developments,  redlining practices that

made mortgages unattainable in neighborhoods with many people of color,

and court enforcement of racially restrictive covenants (contracts that

prevented the sale of property to nonwhite buyers).  Other, ostensibly race-

neutral housing policies have also had, and continue to have, segregative

effects. For instance, twentieth-century urban renewal policies saw city

governments, with federal backing, use their eminent domain powers to

remove “blight,” which often amounted to destroying Black neighborhoods.

Even now, exclusionary zoning laws limit construction in ways that make

housing less plentiful and more expensive.  These policies not only put

specific neighborhoods out of reach for low-income families, but they also

cause racial segregation, since they often prohibit multifamily homes, which

are disproportionately home to people of color.

Taken together, these policies have produced an America in which

neighborhoods that are quite segregated, and Black households hold only half

the housing wealth that they should by population size, even after some recent

growth.  School district borders are drawn onto this divided and unequal

landscape, often positioned at the point of existing racial and economic

divides. As a result, there is substantial segregation between school districts.

In 2021, for example, there was a 14-percentage-point divide in the proportion
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of students of color enrolled in the average pair of side-by-side school districts.

 Less affluent communities, often those with more residents of color, tend to

have lower property values, and therefore less access to local school funding.

Much of current school finance policy is oriented towards compensating for

these ground-level inequities. State education funding formulas, which set

target funding amounts for districts, nearly always allocate more dollars for

students from low-income backgrounds. (They generally also apportion more

funding for students whose educational needs are more resource-intensive,

including English learners and students with disabilities.) And the vast

majority of states have “equalization” policies, in which districts that have

higher-value property tax bases are responsible for covering more of their

formula amounts out of local revenues.

However, there is a limit to how much a state can rebalance funding when the

system is built on such unlevel ground. Ultimately, different districts have

access to widely disparate tax bases. Wealthier school systems may be asked to

self-fund more of their formula targets, but in nearly every state, they are also

permitted to raise extra funding—more than the district’s formula target—from

local sources. This allows them to vastly outspend low-wealth school systems,

whose students lose out. Those students get less experienced teachers,

narrower course offerings, fewer support services, and school buildings in

disrepair. Better education funding formulas have made state allocations more

progressive. But when such wide wealth gaps remain between school districts

at the local level, those equity gains can fall through the cracks.

Better education funding formulas have made state

allocations more progressive. But when such wide

wealth gaps remain between school districts at the

local level, those equity gains can fall through the

cracks.

If school funding is truly going to flow based on student need rather than

community wealth, we cannot have students divided by race and class into

districts with such different property tax bases. Education policy may seem ill

suited to the tasks of shifting residential patterns and rebalancing housing

values. But states do have a powerful tool for giving students in all

communities more equal access to local school revenues: school district
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boundaries. States can redraw these lines with an eye towards increasing

funding equity and reducing segregation, giving more diverse groups of

students access to fairer school funding.

Mapping the Way to Fairer School Systems

School system redistricting, especially consolidation, is often done with the

narrow goal of improving budget efficiency, or to actively evade and

undermine school system diversity. Communities may prioritize merging

similar districts; transfer territory to keep students with other,

demographically similar peers; or pursue secessions and other boundary

changes to help communities avoid schools with more economic or racial

diversity. But school district boundary change can, and should, be used in

pursuit of greater educational equity. Given racial and economic inequality in

community property wealth, improving school funding fairness goes hand in

hand with decreasing segregation between school districts.

For this report, we simulated district maps that would achieve just that. Using

methods adapted from those sometimes employed in legislative redistricting,

we proposed brand-new school system borders, constructed from scratch out of

census tracts to provide districts in each state with the greatest equality of

property valuation per pupil while also reducing interdistrict racial and

economic segregation. For comparison, we considered another set of school

district maps, calculating the tax-base-equality impacts and demographic

changes that would result if all states used only county lines as their school

system boundaries. Finally, we simulated state maps that use current school

district boundaries as a starting point, merging existing school systems with

the same goals of apportioning per-pupil property wealth more equally across

more diverse districts.
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Note that the redistricting options presented here are aimed at increasing

funding fairness and reducing segregation across entire states. With limited

exceptions—Vermont’s current redistricting effort, for instance, and a

statewide reorganization that was legislated in Maine in 2007 —school district

boundary change in the twenty-first century has been a piecemeal affair,

usually affecting just two school districts at a time as they merge, split, or trade

territory. But it is states, not local school districts, that bear constitutional

responsibility for education.  States should make use of every available tool to

ensure that all their students have fair and equal access to a well-resourced,

high-quality education. School district boundary change is a powerful means of

furthering this goal, and states should act accordingly. This means being

systematic and intentional about the placement of district boundaries

throughout the state, not just redrawing individual lines in response to specific

problems or local demands. This report presents redistricting options that

would aid states in improving funding equity and diversity statewide.
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III. Overview of Data and Methods

Our analysis simulates three approaches to school system redistricting for 42

states. Due to limitations in available property valuation data, we were not able

to simulate new districts for Alaska, Kansas, Kentucky, Maine, Minnesota,

New Mexico, or South Carolina. Hawaii and the District of Columbia were also

excluded from this analysis because they have only one school district apiece.

In each of the three models, we measured the impact of the redistricting in

three priority areas: disparities in per-pupil property tax capacity, racial

segregation, and economic segregation based on student poverty status.

Data Sources

The geographic data used for this project included 2020 census tract

boundaries and 2022 school district boundaries from the U.S. Census Bureau.

Property value data were provided by the Center for Geospatial Solutions at the

Lincoln Institute of Land Policy. These data included total property values

based on each jurisdiction’s most recent assessment, aggregated to allow for

analysis by census tract, school district, or county. Approximately 8 percent of

census tracts lacked property assessment data. We leveraged demographic,

economic, and spatial data from the American Community Survey to impute

additional property values where it was possible to do so with high confidence.

After imputation, states with less than 70 percent coverage in assessment data

by geographic area, or less than 75 percent coverage by state population, were

excluded from our analysis. These states were Alaska, Kansas, Kentucky,

Maine, Minnesota, New Mexico, and South Carolina.

Racial and ethnic composition data came from the American Community

Survey 5-year estimates (2018–2022) for the population ages 5–17. Child poverty

rates were obtained from the Census Bureau's Small Area Income and Poverty

Estimates program. This data source captured all school-age children residing

in a geographic area regardless of whether they were enrolled in public

schools.

Redistricting Approaches

Model 1, blank-slate redistricting, entirely replaces the state’s school district

map with an optimized school district map. Simulated school districts are

constructed out of census tracts (the smallest units for which the relevant data

are available). The new districts in this blank-slate approach are drawn without
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regard for existing school system boundaries, to maximize potential gains in

tax-base equality and integration.

Model 2, county-based redistricting, simulates school districts that align

with existing county borders and shows the impact of adopting that model in

all states.

Model 3, redistricting by merger, creates optimized school district maps by

strategically merging each state’s existing school districts. It shows what levels

of tax-base equality and integration can be attained without cutting across any

existing school districts.

Optimization Priorities and Constraints

Model 1 (blank-slate redistricting) and Model 3 (redistricting by merger)

produce different forms of optimized school district maps. In both cases, the

optimization process was designed to maximize improvement in all three

priority areas. The process aimed to minimize per-pupil property value

disparities by bringing all districts as close as possible to the statewide amount

of assessed property valuation per pupil. It also attempted to draw school

districts whose resident school-aged populations mirror, as nearly as possible,

the racial composition and poverty rate of the state’s overall population of

school-aged children, reducing inter-district racial and economic segregation.

We added constraints to ensure that optimized district maps meet certain

criteria. These included:

Geographic contiguity: Each proposed school district must form a single,

connected territory.

Minimum enrollment: No proposed school district may have a potential

enrollment below 50 percent of the state’s current lowest-enrollment

school district.

District count: No state can have a proposed map with fewer than 25

percent of its current number of school districts.

School infrastructure capacity: The number of children residing in each

proposed district may not exceed 125 percent of the sum of the number

of children enrolled in the existing schools geographically located

within the proposed district. The actual enrollment used for reference

was that of the highest-enrollment year over the past 10 years.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 
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Model 2 (county-based redistricting) does not produce an optimized map and is

not subject to the above constraints, but the same three outcomes were

measured for this model.

More detailed information about the data and methods used for this report,

including the specific two-stage algorithmic pipeline used to create the

optimized models, the mathematical formulation of the optimization

framework, and the method for measuring improvement on the three priority

outcomes, can be found in our technical appendix document.
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IV. Gains from Three Approaches to School System
Redistricting

Model 1: Blank-Slate Redistricting

This model disregards existing school district boundaries in an effort to draw

the optimal school district map for each state—a set of entirely new school

districts that have much more equal property tax capacity per pupil and less

segregation between school districts.

Our analysis revealed widespread gains from drawing new school district

borders with funding equity and district diversity in mind. We measured

improvements in our three outcomes of interest: equality across districts of per-

pupil property valuation, district representativeness of the state’s racial

composition, and similarity of district poverty rates to the statewide child

poverty rate. These results are summarized in Table 1 and discussed in more

detail below. To see each state’s proposed blank-slate redistricting map, see the

interactive tool that accompanies this report.
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Impact on Per-Pupil Property Tax Capacity

All 42 states analyzed saw reduced inequality of per-pupil tax capacity across

districts after this simulated redistricting. In the average state, this inequality

was reduced by 66.6 percent. Arizona saw the most significant gains, cutting

inequality of property tax capacity by 97.1 percent. This was achieved by

redrawing boundaries to encompass properties whose collective valuation per

pupil is much closer to the statewide per-pupil valuation, making sure students

across each state have fair access to local revenue and no district is at either

extreme when it comes to property wealth.

Currently, if every school district collected a 1 percent property tax and school

districts in every state were divided into quartiles by property wealth per pupil,

districts in the highest-wealth quartiles would raise $28,900 per student per

year, on average. Districts in the lowest-wealth quartile would raise about

$3,300 per student. The worst of these divides is in Oregon, where a district in

the property-richest quartile would collect an astounding $119,000 more per

pupil than a district in the property-poorest quartile. After blank-slate

redistricting, districts in the highest-wealth quartile in the average state would

still raise more from that 1 percent tax: about $16,100 per student per year,

compared with $5,600 per student on average in the lowest-wealth quartile of

districts. But that disparity would be less than half as large as it is today. In fact,

the tax-capacity gap between property-wealthy and property-poor districts

would narrow in 40 of 42 states. It would shrink considerably, by an average of

49 percent (and by 90 percent in Oregon).

Table 2 shows the average amount that would be raised per pupil by a 1 percent

property tax in the lowest- and highest-wealth quartile of districts as they

currently exist in each state, and the parallel amounts if our proposed new

districts replaced existing districts.
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Impact on Racial Segregation

The new proposed school district boundaries would reduce inter-district racial

segregation in all 42 states. The average state would see district racial

demographics become 47.6 percent more aligned with statewide racial

proportions for the school-aged population, across five racial groups (Asian,

Black, Latino, Native, and White students). The state that would see the

greatest such gains would be Louisiana, which would cut inter-district

segregation by 92.7 percent if the proposed boundaries were enacted.

When districts in each state are divided into quartiles based on the percentage

of students of color they include, we can see how the racial gap changes
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between the quartiles of districts with the most and fewest students of color.

This comparison is a cruder measure of segregation than the overall

improvement percentages reported above, primarily because that measure

considers how well each district’s student population represents the statewide

percentages of five specific races, while the quartile analysis only reflects

differences in the percentage of students of color as a single group.

Nevertheless, it can be helpful to see these quartile averages to get a more

concrete sense of how White students and students of color are currently

assigned to districts, and how they would be spread across districts after

redistricting.

Currently, the average state’s bottom-quartile district has 7.5 percent students

of color, while its top-quartile district has a population that is half students of

color (49.3 percent), a racial gap of 41.8 percentage points. After blank-slate

redistricting, the racial gap between the average state’s top- and bottom-

quartile districts narrowed to 33.3 percentage points. This was the result of a

shrinking divide in 35 of 42 states examined, and a modestly widening divide

in seven states. However, when all five racial groups were accounted for

separately, districts became more representative of statewide racial

demographics in all 42 states.

Table 3 shows each state’s average percentage of students of color in the

quartiles of districts, including the fewest and most such students, before and

after blank-slate redistricting.
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Impact on Economic Segregation

All 42 states in our analysis saw less economic segregation between districts

under the proposed new district map. The average state saw district poverty

rates become 65.0 percent more reflective of the statewide school-aged poverty

rate after blank-slate redistricting.

When districts in each state are divided into quartiles by student poverty rate,

before redistricting, the average state’s poorest districts have a mean poverty

rate of 26.2 percent, while its least-poor districts have a mean rate of 5.7 percent

children in poverty, a gap of 20.5 percentage points. If school system borders
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were made fairer through blank-slate redistricting, that gap would narrow to

12.2 points, with highest-poverty districts averaging a child poverty rate of 22.0

percent, compared with 9.8 percent in the least-poor districts. Comparing these

numbers for every state, 41 out of the 42 states analyzed would see their range

of poverty rates narrow, reducing economic segregation. The sole exception,

Connecticut, saw its poverty gap worsen by just 1.2 percentage points.

Table 4 shows the average district poverty rate in the lowest- and highest-

poverty quartiles of districts based on current school system borders, and the

parallel figures for districts after blank-slate redistricting.
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Model 2: County-Based Redistricting

Rather than using an algorithmic method to redraw school districts, this model

makes use of existing jurisdictional boundaries that are generally larger than

current school districts: county lines. While there are states that use counties as

the basis for some school district boundaries, few have exclusively county-level

school districts.

In Florida and West Virginia, all school districts align with counties without

exception.  In Maryland, Nevada, and Virginia, there are only county-level

school districts, with the sole exception of city-level school districts for cities

that are not legally part of a county.  These are the five states we consider to

already have fully county-based school district maps.

Alabama, Georgia, Indiana, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina,

South Carolina, Tennessee, and Utah currently each have a substantial number

of county-level districts alongside some other, non-county districts.

Additionally, many of the counties with “county” school districts in these states

actually contain both a county district and a separate city district, so the county

district does not truly encompass the entire county. Montana has county-level

high school districts.  In other states, school systems either do not align with

county boundaries or do so only occasionally, in individual cases.

Because there is ample precedent for county-level school districts but states

with exclusively county-level school district boundaries are rare, it is instructive

to see how this familiar model, universally applied, could transform the equity

of state school district maps. For this simulation, we analyzed the effects of

replacing current school district lines with county borders in all states.  We

measured improvements in the same three priority outcomes as in Model 1:

equality across districts of property valuation per pupil, district mirroring of

statewide racial demographics, and district mirroring of statewide child

poverty percentages. These results are summarized in Table 5 and discussed in

more detail below. To see each state’s county-based school district map, see 

the interactive tool that accompanies this report.
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Impact on Per-Pupil Property Tax Capacity

Out of the 42 states analyzed, 37 do not already have exclusively county-based

school systems. All of these saw improvements in equality of access to per-

pupil property wealth, though they were not as large as in Model 1.

Across the 37 states analyzed whose borders would change under a county-

based redistricting model, the average state saw a 39.0 percent improvement in

equality of access to per-pupil property wealth. Generally, school districts in

Northeastern states (where existing districts are usually drawn at the town or

city level) would see some of the greatest tax fairness gains from a switch to

county-based school systems. Connecticut, for instance, would see a gain of

87.9 percent in equality of per-pupil tax capacity between districts. Rhode

Island would improve by 81.2 percent on this measure, and New Hampshire by

66.4 percent. These gains underscore how a systematic move to wider, more

inclusive borders can do much to level the property-tax playing field for school

districts.

If every existing school district in these 37 states were collecting a 1 percent

property tax, and if school districts in every state were divided into quartiles by

property wealth per pupil, districts in the highest-wealth quartiles would raise

about $26,700 more per student per year, on average, than districts in the

lowest-wealth quartiles. County-based redistricting would reduce this tax-

capacity gap between the highest- and lowest-wealth districts in only 26 of the

37 states. This indicates that the county-based model—which yields generally

larger school districts, but not through any optimized process—may improve

tax-base fairness across the whole group of districts in all states, but it does not

reliably break the monopoly of the wealthiest districts on their states’ highest-

value properties.

On average, county districts in their states’ highest-wealth quartiles would

collect about $22,800 per student per year, while those in the lowest-wealth

quartiles would raise almost $4,300. While this tax capacity gap would still be

substantial and larger than the one that would result from blank-slate

redistricting, it would reduce by more than a quarter the disparity that exists in

states today, increasing fairness in students’ access to local school revenue.

Table 6 shows the average amount that would be raised per pupil with a 1

percent property tax in the lowest- and highest-wealth quartile of districts as

they currently exist in each state, and the parallel amounts if the state had a

universal, county-based school district map.
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Impact on Racial Segregation

All 37 states saw a reduction in inter-district racial segregation in this model.

That is, after the simulated county-based redistricting, the racial makeup of

school districts in all these states more closely matched the proportions of five

racial groups of school-aged children statewide (Asian, Black, Latino, Native,

and White students). Racial segregation decreased by 40.7 percent on average.

When the districts of each of these states are divided into quartiles based on

the percentage of students of color they include, the racial gap between the

average state’s bottom-quartile and top-quartile district is 42.6 percentage
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points. Once states were redistricted along county lines, that gap shrank to 33.4

percentage points, an improvement almost identical to that in blank-slate

redistricting. With county-based redistricting, this racial gap narrowed in 33 of

37 states analyzed.

This quartile comparison is less nuanced than the overall percentage

improvement figure reported first in this section, since that measure considers

the representativeness of districts’ populations across five different races while

the quartile comparison places all students of color together in one category.

When all five racial groups were accounted for separately, county-based

redistricting made districts more representative of statewide racial

demographics in all 37 states. Still, the quartile averages are helpful for

understanding the degree to which White students and students of color

would live and learn in the same districts.

Table 7 shows each state’s average percentage of students of color in the

quartiles of districts including the fewest and most such students, before and

after county-based redistricting.
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Impact on Economic Segregation

All of the 37 states saw a decrease in inter-district economic segregation,

meaning that after the simulated replacement of current school district

boundaries with county lines, school districts in all these states saw their

poverty rates become more similar to the statewide poverty rate among school-

aged children. On this measure, the average state improved by 57.2 percent.

When each of these districts is assigned to quartiles by poverty rate, the

average state’s highest-poverty districts currently have a mean proportion of

26.6 percent children in poverty, while its lowest-poverty districts have a mean
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poverty rate of 5.3 percent—a 21.3-point gap. After school districts were redrawn

along county lines, that gap narrowed by over a third, with average poverty

rates of 10.1 percent in the lowest-poverty districts and 23.2 percent in the

highest-poverty districts. All 37 states saw this poverty gap shrink. The most

impressive improvement was in Montana, where the poverty-rate gap was

reduced from 47.9 points to just 13.1 points through county-based redistricting.

Table 8 shows the average district poverty rate in the lowest- and highest-

poverty quartiles of districts based on current school system borders, and the

comparison figures for districts after county-based redistricting.
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Model 3: Redistricting by Merger

For this simulation, we measured the effects of strategically merging existing

school districts to create larger districts that offer fairer access to property

wealth and increase integration. School district consolidation is the most

common form of district boundary change. This approach makes use of that

familiar mechanism, but where most merger efforts occur at the local level, this

model proposes optimal statewide merger plans. As before, we measured

improvements in three areas: equality across districts of assessed property

valuation per pupil, similarity of district racial demographics to statewide

racial demographics, and similarity of district poverty rates to statewide child

poverty rates.

Though the gains we measure from the merger model were not quite as great

as those from the blank-slate model, redistricting via consolidation offers

some practical benefits. The primary advantage of merger-based redistricting

is that each school’s entire attendance zone (the geographic area from which

the school draws its students) will be included in the new district. This is not

guaranteed with the other two models, whose proposed boundaries may cut

across existing districts. As a result, there is no automatic need to change

school attendance zones when districts merge, reducing the potential growing

pains for students and families when joining a new district. Additionally,

while the blank-slate and county-based redistricting options can only be

pursued wholesale, by states redrawing their entire school district maps,

consolidations can happen individually, on local initiative. Our methods

optimize for statewide improvement, seeking to simulate the merged-district

map that would produce the most equal assessed property valuation per pupil

across the state’s school systems while reducing racial and economic

segregation between those school systems. This is ideally meant to provide

guidance for whole-state school system redistricting. But statewide

improvements are composed of district-by-district gains. So, in states that do

not take up wholesale redrawing of school district boundaries, communities

can still refer to this analysis to see the local mergers that would be most

beneficial.

State results are summarized in Table 9 and discussed in more detail below.

For maps showing the specific consolidated districts in each state’s merger

model, see the interactive mapping tool that accompanies this report.
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Impact on Per-Pupil Property Tax Capacity

All of the 42 states in our analysis saw improvement in equality of per-pupil

property tax capacity after simulated redistricting via strategic merger. The

average state saw a 63.0 percent gain on this measure, as the per-pupil value of

districts’ tax bases became much more similar to the per-student share of the

state’s overall tax capacity.

We have already determined that if every existing school district were to

collect a 1 percent property tax, districts in the highest-wealth quartile of school

districts for their state would raise about $28,900 per student per year, on

average. Meanwhile, districts in the least property-wealthy quartile of school

systems would raise just over $3,300 per student per year. After redistricting by

strategic merger, that disparity would narrow in all 42 states analyzed. While

the tax-capacity gap would shrink in more states after redistricting by merger

than after blank-slate redistricting, the gains are not as great. On average

across all states analyzed, top-wealth-quartile districts would raise about

$20,000 per pupil from a 1 percent property tax after strategic mergers, while

districts in the bottom wealth quartiles would raise $4,050, leaving a divide of

more than $15,900 per student per year. This is about 40 percent smaller than

the tax capacity gap under current school district boundaries, but that

impressive gain still falls short of the blank-slate model.

Table 10 shows the amount that would be raised per pupil by a 1 percent

property tax in the lowest- and highest-wealth quartile of districts as they

currently exist in each state, and the parallel amounts if the districts were

merged, as in our proposed model.

newamerica.org/education-policy/reports/redrawing-the-lines-school-system-redistricting-increase-funding-
fairness-decrease-segregation/ 39



Impact on Racial Segregation

All of the 42 states saw inter-district racial segregation decrease after

redistricting through optimal mergers. In the average state, districts’ racial

demographics, defined as proportions of the school-aged population falling

into five racial categories (Asian, Black, Latino, Native, and White), became

48.2 percent more reflective of the statewide school-aged population.

When each state’s districts are assigned to quartiles based on their percentage

of students of color, the racial gap between the average state’s bottom-quartile

and top-quartile district is 41.8 percentage points, between 7.5 percent students

of color and 49.3 percent. After redistricting by merger, this difference would
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shrink to 35.4 percentage points, a slightly smaller improvement than with

either blank-slate or county-based redistricting. This racial gap would narrow

in 37 of 42 states analyzed.

As noted in the discussions of the other models, this comparison is somewhat

simplistic relative to the overall improvement percentage above, which

accounts separately for students in five different racial groups and shows gains

for all 42 states. The quartile comparison has only a single category for

students of color. Still, it is useful for showing concretely how White students

and students of color are distributed across districts before and after

redistricting by merger.

Table 11 shows each state’s average percentage of students of color in the

quartiles of districts, including the fewest and most such students, before and

after redistricting by merger.
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Impact on Economic Segregation

All 42 states analyzed saw a decrease in economic segregation between school

districts after merger-based redistricting. The average state saw its districts’

poverty rates become 54.6 percent more similar to the statewide school-aged

poverty rate.

As noted above, when the school districts in each state are divided into

quartiles based on their poverty rates, the average district in its state’s highest-

poverty quartile has a poverty rate of 26.3 percent, while the average district in

the lowest-poverty quartile has a poverty rate of 5.7 percent. If district borders
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were optimally merged, that 20.5-point poverty-rate gap would narrow

modestly to 16.4 points, with the school-aged population in highest-poverty

districts having a rate of 23.6 percent, compared with 7.2 percent in lowest-

poverty districts. This average would result from a smaller poverty gap in 38 out

of 42 states.

Table 12 shows the average district poverty rate in the lowest- and highest-

poverty quartiles of districts based on current school system borders, and the

parallel number for districts after redistricting by merger.
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Discussion

Across all redistricting models, every state analyzed would see improvement

on every one of our three priority measures. Over and over, we see that

purposeful, whole-state redistricting can produce more diverse school districts

with fairer access to local revenue.

Unsurprisingly, the blank-slate model, which is guided only by community-

level property valuations and by where students live, would produce the

largest gains for per-pupil tax-base equality and reduced inter-district

segregation. But merger-based redistricting, for which there is more precedent

nationally and which reduces the practical challenges associated with having

to assign some students to new schools, would yield average improvements

that are nearly as large. Even county-based redistricting, which uses only

existing jurisdictional boundaries and is not algorithmically driven to address

any of our priority areas, would still result in significantly more tax-base

fairness and less inter-district segregation. For states willing to take up this

issue, huge progress can be made. And all this is possible without changing

anything about underlying student residential patterns or property values—just

by redrawing the invisible lines that divide states and students into today’s

unequal school systems.

This does not mean, however, that redistricting is a simple process for school

officials and communities to navigate. The following section, authored by a

school district superintendent who was directly involved in two school system

consolidation efforts, discusses the practical and political challenges

associated with effecting district boundary change and the policies that can

help smooth the way.
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V. Achieving District Boundary Change: Lessons
from a School System Leader

Leading one successful consolidation of two Michigan school districts and

working on another, failed district annexation in the same county offered me

firsthand experience in the ways in which state policy, local context, and

community values intersect in border-change conversations.

A Tale of Two Consolidation Efforts

Willow Run Community Schools and Ypsilanti Public Schools were

neighboring districts on the east side of Washtenaw County. Both dealt with

financial deficits and long-term enrollment declines. They also struggled

academically and faced the threat of state takeover or dissolution. Beginning

in 2011, the Washtenaw Intermediate School District (an educational service

agency serving all school districts in the county) agreed to work with the two

districts and their communities on a potential new beginning via consolidation.

Numerous meetings over an 18-month span surfaced both hopes and fears.
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Participants in a community forum discuss the potential district consolidation. 

Source: Photo courtesy of Scott Menzel, used with permission. 

Some wondered how it could improve anything to combine two failing districts.

Others wondered why we weren’t looking to merge with Ann Arbor, which was

large, high-performing, and well-funded. Still, 61 percent of the voters in both

school districts ultimately approved the consolidation in November 2012.
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Student leaders from the combined districts come together as one. 

Source: Photo courtesy of Scott Menzel, used with permission. 

A few years later, Ann Arbor Public Schools (AAPS) and the much smaller

Whitmore Lake Public Schools (WLPS) considered an annexation. AAPS would

take over WLPS’s area and students. While the Whitmore Lake community

would lose “local control,” it would gain higher per-pupil funding and greater

system capacity and would hopefully arrest its enrollment declines. AAPS

would get school building space and, because of the specifics of Michigan’s

funding policy, increased revenue. This effort was overwhelmingly approved

by Whitmore Lake residents but failed when it was rejected by 57 percent of

voters in Ann Arbor.

Local Politics and District Boundary Change

In Michigan, like in most states, district border changes usually have to be

proposed and approved locally, by school boards and district voters. This

makes local politics decisive in whether redistricting happens.

Over the course of multiple administrations in Michigan, specific funds were

designated to support district consolidations, but most still didn’t move

forward, even when they would have benefited students. State aid might be

enough to seal the merger of two distressed districts, like Ypsilanti and Willow

Run, but it probably won’t overcome the resistance of voters in a more

prosperous district to merging with a struggling one.
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It is important for local leaders pursuing consolidation to have clarity on the

“why.” Often, discussions are simply about perceived economic inefficiencies.

These arguments rarely motivate communities to act. But when financial

challenges and academic performance are combined and the focus is on

creating high-quality options for all students, conversations can move from

protecting what was to creating what should be for the next generation of

students.

It is also necessary to be honest about voters’ priorities: Demographics matter.

In the case of Ypsilanti and Willow Run, the student populations were similar

demographically. Both districts were high-poverty, with students of color

making up nearly 80 percent of enrollment (quite different than demographics

in the wider area). Conversely, Ann Arbor contains the vast majority of

property wealth in Washtenaw County, is highly educated, and is

demographically diverse. Whitmore Lake, a predominantly White, higher-

poverty community, wasn’t seen as a desirable acquisition. Whitmore Lake had

a compelling reason to merge; it was a shrinking district that needed help to

give the best possible education to its students. Ann Arbor did not face a

similar existential threat, and it ultimately rejected the annexation proposal.

State Policy to Support District Boundary Change

State elected officials are often reluctant to wade into the messy politics of

district consolidation, given how community identity is linked to local schools.

But states can create the conditions that encourage border-change

conversation, especially the threat of state takeover for failing or insolvent

districts. State policy can also provide incentive funding for consolidation.

There are four more specific ways states can mitigate the political and practical

challenges of consolidation:

Mandatory reorganization conversations can create the space for

tackling the hard questions. Leveraging educational service agencies

(also known as intermediate school districts, intermediate units, or

other, state-specific terms) can be a way to have third-party facilitation

with an understanding of the relevant local considerations and context.

In 1964, Michigan Public Act 289 required each intermediate school

district to convene a committee on school system reorganization.  At the

time, numerous communities did not provide education through high

school completion. As a result of this effort, many smaller K– 5 and K–8

districts were absorbed into K–12 districts.

It is very challenging to navigate debt obligations from the districts

where boundary changes are being considered. Taxpayers are reluctant

1. 
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to assume someone else’s debt, and failure to address this at the

beginning can lead to stalled processes. State solutions for legacy debt

obligations are needed to remove an impediment to redistricting. The

state could provide aid to equalize local tax levies or take on part of the

debt obligation. This did not happen at the beginning of the Willow

Run-Ypsilanti merger, but 10 years later, the state provided funding to

erase the legacy debt, leveling the playing field.

Facility utilization after consolidation is important. To ensure

demographically diverse districts (not segregated, which is what we’ve

seen happen as a result of existing school choice policies in Michigan),

it is imperative to make the options compelling not only in terms of

quality teachers and curricula, but also in terms of the facilities and

infrastructure and proximity to where students live. Before

consolidation, Ypsilanti schools were in better shape due to more recent

bond initiatives that provided funding for capital improvements.

However, it was also important to keep some schools in the former

Willow Run district open to honor the community’s history and to

educate students in neighborhoods where they lived. States should

support districts in making plans for facility usage and in upgrading

buildings where needed.

Schools of choice and open enrollment policies complicate district

boundary discussions. At a time when students can choose to attend a

school that is not in their neighborhood, traditional district public

schools are tasked with being prepared to serve all who live within their

boundaries. This can result in inadequate support for public system,

dollars shift to alternative options (often without a commitment to

transparency and accountability for how taxpayer resources are spent).

Because these policies affect both revenue and enrollment in traditional

school districts, they can become reasons that districts may be pushed to

consider consolidation. States should help school systems navigate that

transition.

If redrawing educational boundaries aims to ensure students have access to 
high-quality, well-funded public education, regardless of background or zip 
code, then state legislatures must engage on this issue, creating the policy 
framework for productive border-change discussions and providing the 

funding and support necessary to implement these changes.

3. 

4. 
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VI. State Spotlights

Blank-State Redistricting: Spotlight on Mississippi

The policies governing school district boundaries in Mississippi are a study in

contrasts.

On the one hand, its only statutory processes for redrawing borders must be

instigated by local school boards or local voters,  and while the State Board of

Education must review and approve changes, the law specifies no criteria at all

that the board should consider.  This suggests that redistricting in the state is

guided almost entirely by local priorities.

On the other hand, the Mississippi legislature has repeatedly passed laws to

alter the borders of specific districts. Between 2012 and 2019, it forced the

creation of countywide districts in Sunflower, Clay, Oktibbeha, Montgomery,

Leflore, and Holmes Counties, merging multiple school systems each time.

In 2012 and 2017, respectively, it consolidated some of the districts in each of

Bolivar and Chickasaw Counties,  and in 2019, it ordered that the Lumberton

Public School District be dissolved and its territory split between two other

districts.  It is clear that, while there is no statutory process for the state to

change school district boundaries, Mississippi lawmakers are not shy about

passing new laws to redraw lines where they see the need.

Perhaps, then, the state legislature might consider a more comprehensive set

of changes to Mississippi’s boundaries—one with the potential to bring about

huge gains for its students. Mississippi has pockets of deep segregation. Our 

Crossing the Line report found that in 2021, the state had four of the country’s

100 worst poverty-rate divides between adjacent school districts, and five of

the 100 worst racial divides.  If the state were to adopt the map, see Figure 2,

we proposed in the blank-slate model, inter-district segregation by poverty rate

would be cut by 73.2 percent, and districts would become 64.7 percent more

racially representative of the state as a whole. Impressively, this model would

reduce per-pupil tax-base inequality by 81.6 percent. This whole-state revision

of district maps would create far more integrated school districts and give their

students a much more level playing field when it comes to local school

funding.
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Source: Map exports from newamerica.org /redrawingthelinesmap. Graphics by

Natalya Brill/New America. 

To see the new map of school systems proposed for Mississippi by our

optimization algorithm and compare it to the state’s existing school district

map, select Mississippi on the interactive mapping tool that accompanies

this report and choose “blank slate” from the model drop-down menu.

County-Based Redistricting: Spotlight on Ohio

Ohio is currently engaged in a conversation about a different kind of

redistricting—congressional redistricting—and the fear that gerrymandering

could make the state’s congressional delegation less representative of Ohio

voters than it is now.  The state has an advantage, though, amid national

concerns over partisan gerrymandering. In 2015, Ohioans amended the state

constitution to require that new congressional districts be approved by a

bipartisan supermajority of the state legislature.  Failing that, the districts

must be drawn by a bipartisan, independent redistricting commission. With

this process, Ohio voters threw their support behind the idea that redistricting

should be fair and not be used to advantage one party over the other.

To a limited extent, Ohio’s policy regarding school district boundary change

also prioritizes fairness. The State Board of Education must approve locally

initiated mergers and territory transfers,  so boundary change is not entirely

driven by hyperlocal concerns. The state board also has the power to initiate

redistricting on its own rather than waiting for school districts to propose

changes, though local voter approval is usually required in the end.  When a

local school board applies to the state for a change of boundaries, the state

department of education must send all potentially affected school districts a
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list of 25 questions. These include a few related to property tax capacity and 
segregation. For instance, would a proposed territory transfer increase the 
concentration of students of color in the district that would be giving up land? And 

is the property in the area targeted for acquisition valuable enough that the 

request could be motivated by the prospect of increased property tax revenue? 

Though these questions are not asked in every instance of school district boundary 
change, financial and racial equity priorities are part of how Ohio approaches this 

policy area and could be extended to a whole-state redistricting effort.

Ohio state law already addresses the one-off merger of districts within the

same county,  as well as mergers proposed by educational service centers,

many of which cover whole counties.  This precedent is useful because Ohio

would benefit significantly from county-based redistricting, see Figure 3 below.

Ohio is currently fragmented into over 600 school districts—about double the

national average. County-based redistricting would reduce that number to 88.

Although the county-based model is not algorithmically optimized, the wider

district borders would still increase inter-district tax-base equality in the state

by 56.2 percent, while cutting racial segregation by 52.8 percent and reducing

poverty-rate disparities by 74.1 percent. (These improvements are all greater

than the national average for county-based redistricting, though they mostly

fall short of the gains that Ohio could realize by adopting one of the optimized-

model maps.) When districts in Ohio are assigned to quartiles based on the

percentage of students of color they include, current bottom-quartile Ohio

school systems have just 1.1 percent students of color, on average, while top-

quartile school systems have 34.6 percent. County-based redistricting would

cut this racial gap by a third.
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Source: Map exports from newamerica.org /redrawingthelinesmap. Graphics by

Natalya Brill/New America. 

While there is no specific process prescribed in Ohio law for whole-state

redistricting or universal county-based districts, the state board has a history of

involvement in district boundary change and of considering the financial and

diversity implications of new district lines. These would be advantages for a

state taking on wholesale, equity-driven redistricting. Still, the fact that current

law generally requires voters in affected districts to approve each boundary

change would pose a real difficulty for statewide redistricting. Unless that

policy were changed, the voters in a single school system would hold effective

veto power over any new district map. Ohio would likely need to address that

barrier before attempting to institute county-level school districts.

To see the impact of Ohio’s simulated, county-based school system and

compare it to the state’s existing school district map, select Ohio on the 

interactive mapping tool that accompanies this report and choose “county”

from the model drop-down menu.

Redistricting by Merger: Spotlight on Pennsylvania

As recounted in the Introduction, state leaders in Pennsylvania have been

discussing statewide school district consolidation for years, but hardly any

mergers have actually occurred. In fact, no school districts have consolidated in

the state since the lone merger of two districts in Beaver County in 2009.

This is a loss, because our analysis shows significant gains for Pennsylvania

from redistricting by strategic merger.
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Our Crossing the Line report found that in 2021, Pennsylvania had 13 of the

country’s 100 widest poverty-rate divides between neighboring school

districts, and four of the 100 worst racial divides between neighbor-districts.

Of the 42 states analyzed in this report, Pennsylvania had the seventh-worst

level of interdistrict racial segregation.

Our simulated redistricting by merger would reduce Pennsylvania’s number of

school districts to 128—almost as few as proposed by Governor Rendell in

2009, see Figure 4 below. These strategic consolidations would give

Pennsylvania school systems 64.6 percent more equal access to per-pupil

property wealth. It would also make school districts 44.8 percent more racially

representative of the state’s population of school-aged children, and 70.2

percent more similar to the state overall when it comes to the school-aged

child poverty rate.

Source: Map exports from newamerica.org /redrawingthelinesmap. Graphics by

Natalya Brill/New America. 

Why, despite the potential gains and the persistent interest, has Pennsylvania

not pursued school system consolidation in earnest? One possibility is that

while state law does prescribe a process for school district consolidation, it only

contemplates one merger at a time, and only on local initiative. The board of

each involved district must separately vote for the consolidation, and then an

application must be filed with the state secretary of education.  This is not a

framework for a statewide consolidation effort.

However, when districts apply to merge, state law requires the State Board of

Education to review the application and approve it only if the board considers

the merger “wise, in the best interest of the Commonwealth.”  The statute is

silent on what these interests might be. But it does recognize that school
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district mergers can carry statewide implications. By this logic, there should be

a way for the state itself—the secretary of education, the state board, or the

Department of Education—to instigate a consolidation, or multiple

consolidations in a coordinated effort.

A 2019 article in The Pennsylvania Capital-Star noted that when two districts

merge, they must clear many practical hurdles, including reconciling teacher

salary scales and labor agreements, resolving curricular differences, and

making best use of existing school buildings.  The article also described the

public relations challenge of winning over “district taxpayers, parents, and

alumni” who may not be enthused about the merger. (These lists echo the

difficulties described by Scott Menzel above, in Section V.) Pennsylvania

districts currently lack support for this process. Given that there is only

provision for one-off, locally instigated mergers, each pair or group of

consolidating districts must handle it alone, developing bespoke solutions to

problems as they come up. As State Senator Judy Schwank told The Capital-Star

at the time, “This gets back to educational equity, which is why I think the

commonwealth should play some role.”  If mergers can serve the best interest

of the commonwealth and all its students, then state government should be

involved in smoothing the way. In a statewide consolidation effort, the state

could not only choose the mergers that would do most to further school system

diversity and funding fairness, but could also guide districts by offering tools

and standard processes for addressing the predictable questions that arise in

nearly every consolidation.

To see the consolidated school systems proposed for Pennsylvania by our

optimization algorithm and compare it to the state’s existing school district

map, select Pennsylvania on the interactive mapping tool that accompanies

this report and choose “merger” from the model drop-down menu.
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VII. A Time for Better Borders

School district boundary change is not a new idea. Lines were redrawn to

merge over 100,000 school districts in the twentieth century. Since then,

redistricting has been used extensively, albeit in a less systematic way.

Consolidation—erasing the line between two school systems—has often been a

way of seeking greater efficiencies or attempting to address fiscal distress or

declining enrollment. By contrast, secession—pulling away from a school

district by drawing a new dividing line—has often been a means of advancing

the interests of affluent, usually predominantly White communities. Creating

a new district, and a new taxing jurisdiction, allows them to keep from sharing

property tax dollars beyond their own small enclaves.

But redistricting has almost never been used as a tool in the education equity

toolbox, even though it holds great potential to create fairer school districts.

The right boundaries, drawn to encompass more integrated student

populations and more equal tax bases, could transform our school systems.

The right boundaries, drawn to encompass more

integrated student populations and more equal tax

bases, could transform our school systems.

Policy discussions about education funding usually focus on state allocations,

especially the formula that states use to determine how much money districts

need for their schools and students. But state policy also governs many aspects

of local funding. State equalization policies determine the amount of formula

funding that districts are responsible to raise themselves, with higher-wealth

districts expected to cover more of the cost out of local dollars. State laws also

set the breadth of local taxing authority—how low or high school district

property tax rates can be, and whether they can impose any other kinds of

taxes locally. And a third, underappreciated way that states affect local school

funding is by drawing school district boundaries or by legislating the ways in

which they can be drawn and by whom. This is an area that is already very

much within the state’s purview.

This is the time for states to take up this challenge. As they face near-certain

budget difficulties born of cuts to federal health care and nutrition assistance
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funding, they will likely consider cuts to education funding. But property-poor

districts depend more heavily on state aid for their schools, and across-the-

board cuts are likely to affect their students the most, unless they can make up

the difference by severely increasing local property taxes. Rather than subject

these districts to the double whammy of aid cuts and higher property taxes,

states should instead try redistricting to eliminate big property-wealth

disparities. The proposals in this report offer a new way to rightsize districts’

tax bases so they correspond to their student populations. By bringing all

school districts’ per-pupil tax capacity closer to the statewide property valuation

per pupil, states can reduce any one district’s reliance on state aid, softening

the blow of any state budget cuts on schools. At the same time, districts will

have more of a local cushion—tax bases that can better support their schools

without onerous rate increases.

In addition to helping maintain adequate education funding in difficult budget

times, the models presented in this report also show that it is possible for

states to give more diverse student populations more equitable access to local

revenues. With whole-state redistricting using any of the three approaches

discussed, states can better align district property tax bases to the number of

students they support and ensure that all kids get a fairer share of the state’s

property tax base, regardless of race, class, or neighborhood.

It has become commonplace to observe that disparities between our nation’s

school systems prevent public education from being the “great equalizer”

envisioned by schooling pioneer Horace Mann in 1848.  Poor and minoritized

students receive fewer educational resources than they should; their districts

struggle to raise the funding needed to support them to success. Students of

different backgrounds are not prepared to go on to participate in the economy,

or in American democracy, on equal terms. But this problem arises in large part

from ground-level divides that simply do not have to exist. Students of

different races need not be segregated into different districts. Poverty does not

have to be concentrated into some districts and almost entirely absent from

others. And no law of nature requires that property tax capacity be so much

higher in some school districts. All of these conditions are the product of

where states place their school district borders: along lines that entrench and

worsen America’s racial and economic divides.

States can make a different policy choice because school district maps are

indeed a product of state policy. By adopting a redistricting approach like one

of the models presented here, states can create more diverse systems

supported by more equal tax bases. Greater integration and funding fairness

would go a long way toward restoring the potential of the great equalizer. States

have a responsibility toward all their children, and they have the power to do

better. They just need to redraw the lines.
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VIII. Interactive Map and Data Explorer

This interactive map and data explorer show states’ current school district

boundaries alongside the new lines produced by each redistricting model. Use

the map to compare each model against status-quo boundaries. Explore the

data to see how redrawing school district boundaries could give more diverse

student populations fairer access to local school funding in every state.

Note: New districts were not simulated for Alaska, Kansas, Kentucky, Maine,

Minnesota, New Mexico, or South Carolina due to limitations in available

property valuation data. Hawaii and the District of Columbia were excluded

from this analysis because they each have only one school district.
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