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Education Inequality in the United States 

The United States is one of the world’s leaders in education. Schools around the country 

work tirelessly to ensure each and every child has an equal opportunity at success. 

However, not all children receive an equal opportunity to their peers with different 

socioeconomic statuses. This is often due to a lack of resources, opportunities, and 

funding into certain school districts. Unfortunately, little has been done to address this 

issue through legislation. All children throughout this country deserve a fair shot at 

success, and evening the playing field is crucial to making this change. 

According to one study, when examining students ages 8-14 with various ethnic, 

socioeconomic, and geographic backgrounds from over 2,800 school districts 

nation-wide, household adult education was the biggest factor in the students’ academic 

performance (Hung). In this study, students with college-educated parents performed 

significantly better on the given exam than students with parents who did not have as 

much education. The average school that a caucasian student was most likely to attend 

contained 27% of parents who have a college degree, versus the average school that an 

african american student was most likely to go to contained only 19% of parents with a 

college degree (Hung). According to this study, students in cuaucasion-majority schools 

are much more likely to perform better academically than students in minority-majority 

schools around the USA.  
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The segregation of school districts is an ongoing issue that numerous communities 

around the United States are still dealing with today. For example, in New York City, the 

public school system consists of over 1,000,000 students. Of those students, 74% are 

considered “economically disadvantaged.” In New York, 16% of students are Caucasian, 

40% are African-American, 26% are Latinx, and 16% are Asian. That being said, the city 

heavily zones schools based on race. Schools throughout the city are placed in “zones,” 

which consist of a few blocks in a particular area where students who reside in that area 

attend school. Unfortunately, that means many schools in minority communities receive 

much less funding due to a heavier amount of low-income students, and therefore the 

students achieve significantly less academically than students in caucasion-heavy zones, 

which are typically more affluent (Kornblau). Intentional or not, NYC students are 

heavily segregated due to mishandled zoning practices. Because of this problem, minority 

students are achieving much less significantly than their counterparts. Sadly, this issue is 

not only occurring in New York, but all over the country. Students in the same district are 

not being given equal resources and opportunities. This is an issue that is more prevalent 

than most of us recognize, and there is no end in sight, unfortunately. 

Socioeconomic status is also a factor in child-wellbeing throughout the country. 

According to a 2018 study, an estimated 676,000 throughout the country were reported 

victims of child maltreatment. Of those reported cases, children who were exposed to 

poverty were more likely to be exposed to child maltreatment than children who were 
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wealthier. Children exposed to poverty are three times as likely to be abused and seven 

times more likely to be abused (Landers). Fortunately, a study of children who have been 

maltreated performed virtually equal in school compared to their peers. The study shows 

children who have been maltreated do not perform worse academically than their 

counterparts, but it does demonstrate an increase of mental health issues such as anxiety 

and anger issues in those children (Reyome). Children who have been maltreated are 

much more likely to have emotional and psychological damage than their non-maltreated 

counterparts, which impacts them both at home and in school.  

As mental health issues become more and more common in schools across the United 

States, academic achievement is affected. In 2016, nearly two-thirds of college students 

surveyed reported feeling “overwhelming anxiety,” an increase from just 50% in 2011 

(Granville & Contreras-Nuñez). While mental health issues in students spans across 

every background, it is especially prevalent with minority students. Lack of insurance, 

citizenship status, and distrust of health professionals are all reasons why minority 

students do not get the proper care for their mental health issues. Because of this, 

minority students are more likely to fall victim to mental health conditions such as 

anxiety, depression, and schizophrenia, which can affect their academic performance as 

well (Granville & Contreras-Nuñez). 

Because of the educational inequality in this country, not only are students of color 

suffering academically, but their health has also taken a toll. In a 2016 study, almost 40% 
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of Americans who had a serious mental illness lived below the poverty line 

(“SERIOUS”). This disparaging statistic is due to a multitude of factors. People in lower 

socioeconomic levels, specifically people of color, oftentimes simply can’t afford to get 

the help they need. Living below the poverty line typically means that you are uninsured, 

and people living in poverty can’t afford to pay for medication, mental health services, or 

other assistance they may need.Another reason that people living under the poverty line 

do not get help for their mental illnesses is the fact that they often also feel a “stigma” 

that is associated with using mental health services if they are able to (Jackson & Erving). 

Mental health is more often than not a family issue. When parents have mental health 

issues and are not able to receive help, it impacts their children negatively. Children are 

easily able to pick up and recognize their parents’ coping mechanisms, behaviors, and 

attitudes, and that can seriously affect them as they grow up. Due to this, children who go 

to worse schools are not only achieving less academically, they are also facing some 

barriers and restrictions outside of the classroom that many aren’t aware of. Students who 

come from lower socioeconomic backgrounds have to work even harder, typically, than 

the average student due to the issues and hardships that they are often dealing with at 

home. Education inequality not only affects students in the classroom by not being able 

to provide enough academic materials, staff, resources, etc., but they are also being 

affected outside of the classroom disproportionately by poverty and mental health issues 

as well. 
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As education inequality in the United States grows more and more each year, what is our 

government currently doing to try to combat this ever-changing issue? In Montgomery 

County, Maryland, lawmakers are working on setting aside more and more housing 

complexes designated for “affordable housing.” Because of the implementation of this 

practice, low-income students in Montgomery County reduced the academic gap with 

their more affluent peers in math by half by the end of elementary school (Vaghul). This 

is a common issue in communities across our country. Individuals, couples, and even 

families are being priced out of neighborhoods, forcing them to relocate to more 

affordable neighborhoods which oftentimes are less safe, have worse schools, and less 

resources than more affluent communities. Luckily, there are many cities and areas 

throughout the USA that are implementing rent control and allocating more sufficient 

funding for affordable housing, which helps support inclusionary zoning as well. 

Inclusionary zoning is a practice used by various cities across the country that helps set 

aside a certain amount of housing units for “affordable housing.” In Washington D.C., 

the local government has been setting aside 8-10 percent of rentals in certain units to be 

allocated for “affordable rent” or available for sale in order to help out more low-income 

families (“Inclusionary”). This practice is one that is becoming more and more common 

throughout the country, specifically large cities such as San Francisco, California or 

Tallahassee, Florida have become more invested in the idea of inclusionary housing. 

Because of the support of this idea, more and more low-income families have been able 
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to live and thrive in neighborhoods that they otherwise would not be able to afford. This 

movement is expected to grow more and more throughout the upcoming years. 

Another practice being used to help combat education inequality throughout the United 

States is universal pre-k. Universal Pre-K is the practice of free preschool to all 4 year 

olds regardless of extenuating circumstances. Pre-K is meant for 4-5 year olds to help 

begin their academic learning before they attend Kindergarten. It has been noticed that 

children who attend pre-k achieve higher test scores and gain more social acclimation 

that students who do not attend (Rock). In the 2013 State of the Union, President Obama 

said “Education has to start at the earliest possible age. Studies say the earlier a child 

starts learning, the better he or she does down the road, but we are not doing enough to 

give all of our kids that change. Fewer than three in ten 4-year-olds are enrolled in a 

high-quality preschool program” (Rock). That being said, not nearly enough states are 

accepting or implementing universal Pre-K. As of today, only three states, Georgia, 

Florida, and Oklahoma have passed and implemented universal Pre-K for all citizens. 

Large cities such as San Antonio, Texas, Boston, Massachusetts, Charlotte, North 

Carolina, Nashville, Tennessee, and New York, New York have been paving the way by 

making universal Pre-K available to their residents as well. Unfortunately, this practice 

has a very long way to go before it is effective across the country, but certain states and 

cities around the U.S. have done well at leading the way and showing that universal 

Pre-K for every 4 year old can work and is possible. By laying down the groundwork for 
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universal Pre-K now, one can hope that this practice can become fully implemented in a 

few years. In addition to higher test scores and stronger social skills, studies have shown 

that preschool has very strong benefits for children of low-income, disadvantaged 

families and children who are learning English as a second language make the most 

progress while attending preschool (Sanchez). Universal Pre-K would be extremely 

beneficial for students across the country, and hopefully this idea will become a national 

reality in the future. 

A third idea to help improve the educational playing field in our country is to raise the 

wages of teachers and school staff across the board. In states all across the country, 

teachers are being forced to work 2 or 3 jobs in order just to receive a stable income. This 

diminishing factor is not only a reality for countless teachers throughout the country, it 

affects the students in those classrooms as well. In Texas, a study was conducted to find 

out whether teacher salaries impacted student performance in the classroom. It was 

discovered that after the Texan government slowly raised the wages of teachers 

throughout the state, teacher retention dropped significantly, and student academic 

performance increased (Evans). This is one example of how treating our nation’s teachers 

with more respect and dignity can affect not only our students, but the entire American 

education world. It is well known that public schools receive a large portion of their 

funding from the residents of the school district in which they reside. That being said, 

schools in low-income or impoverished districts have a much tighter budget to work with 
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than schools in more affluent districts, and this includes teacher salaries. Contrary to 

popular belief, low-income schools tend to have more students who need additional 

resources in order to help them achieve success than more affluent schools. Despite this, 

low-income schools are given access to less staff, worse facilities, and underpaid 

teachers. For example, the wealthy town of Greenwich, Connecticut spends about $6,000 

more per student than the more impoverished town of Bridgeport, Connecticut (Semuels). 

This is a dilemma that is prevalent across the country, and it is affecting our teachers, 

students, and communities. Raising the teacher salary wouldn’t solve everything, but it 

could lay the groundwork for more progress to be made in order to make education more 

fair and attainable throughout our nation, which would be significant.  

As a whole, the American education system is very biased and places top-priority on 

students who live in affluent and wealthy districts. These schools have more resources, 

better facilities, and sometimes more qualified personnel. That being said, students who 

are not fortunate enough to live in those districts are being subjected to an unfair and 

unjust education system that does not benefit them as much as it should. Students who 

live in low-income communities are known to need more resources and assistance than 

those in wealthier communities, but little has been done to address this ongoing issue. By 

enacting universal Pre-K, raising teacher salaries, and increasing affordable housing 

nationwide, that would help make our education system significantly more equal. If we 

take these small steps to better our nation’s schools, our students will be much better off.  
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