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Racial Disparities in 
Milwaukee Schools

Milwaukee Public Schools are still failing their African 
American Community.  

American schools remain segregated after nearly 65 
years since the historic U.S. Supreme Court Brown 
v. The Board of Education decision. Milwaukee’s 

educational system is one of them. Since 1976, Milwaukee 
Public Schools have been grappling with this persistent issue 
and has become a place of “hypersegregation,” a place much 
worse than before. Milwaukee’s educational system today has 
succumbed to the unacceptable conditions of many years ago. 


African American students within the Milwaukee Public 
Schools have been the most negatively impacted by 
educational segregation resulting in lower test scores, high 
suspension rates, and low graduation rates. This persistent 
segregation between white and Black children that challenge 
the education and career prospects of Black children from 
early on demonstrates that school segregation continues to 
cast a very long shadow. 
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MPS and others in the broader community continue to 
explore ways to improve the educational performance of 
minorities. School reform and restructuring have been 
initiated through various efforts, such as school-based 
management, school attendance plans, and school choice. 
However, Milwaukee remains just as segregated as before. New 
data shows that there could be other possible ways to 
desegregate schools that Milwaukee has not tried just yet. 


WISCONSIN IS FACING major backlash for developing one of 
the largest educational gaps between white and Black students in 
the nation. These results are largely based on the student 
outcome of Milwaukee’s schoolchildren. In relation to the 
increasing segregation within Milwaukee Public Schools, test 
scores have declined throughout the decade resulting in 
Wisconsin having the largest achievement gap of any state. 

States with Highest Standardized-Test Scores Gaps / 
WalletHub

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2021/jan/27/milwaukee-public-education-coronavirus-race
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Read: “The Achievement Gap in Milwaukee Public Schools: Outcomes by 
Gender, Race and Income Level”


The test scores taken by many students in Milwaukee schools 
have not been rising for several years, despite the number of 
initiatives being taken. 


In 2019, Rich Kremer of the Wisconsin NPR published a 
news article emphasizing Wisconsin’s educational 
achievement gap based on testing scores released from The 
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). 
Within the article, he shared that “On average, Black eighth 
grade students scored 47 points lower on the math exam than 
their white counterparts. Black fourth grade reading scores 
were 39 points lower than scores among white students.” 


Many Milwaukee residents found this news shocking as they 
started to question whether this could be a social or 
intellectual issue. As it may seem like the result of 
Milwaukee’s failure to narrow the disparity due to its high 
concentration of minority students, the complexity of this 
issue still remains today due to a variety of variables. 


“Fourth-graders, reading; 11% were at or 
above proficient; 65% scored below 

basic, the most of any state.”


Not only did the data show how large the testing gap is 
between Black and white students, but it also showed that 
only a few Black students were above proficient in either 
math or reading for their grades. Lydia Mulvany of the 
Milwaukee Journal Sentinel shared some shocking news 
stating that “Fourth-graders, reading; 11% were at or above 
proficient; 65% scored below basic, the most of any state,” 
along with 55% of eighth graders rated below basic in reading 
and 62% of eighth graders and 46% of fourth graders rated 
below basic in math. 


http://www.wpri.org/BI-Files/Reports/Vol20no6.pdf
http://www.wpri.org/BI-Files/Reports/Vol20no6.pdf
https://www.wpr.org/wisconsin-has-widest-achievement-gap-nations-report-card
https://archive.jsonline.com/news/education/states-black-students-rank-lowest-in-reading-math-scores-b99136626z1-230903121.html/
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During the early 2000s, a majority of students within 
Milwaukee Public Schools were scoring proficient scores, but 
these percentages dropped dramatically by the begging of 
2013 and are still dropping today. Only 9% of eighth graders 
and 11% of fourth graders were at or above proficient for 
reading, while for math, 8% of eight graders and 12% of 
fourth graders were at or above proficient. 


These alarming results caught the attention of many 
important people, specifically Wisconsin’s former 
Superintendent of Schools Carolyn Stanford Taylor and an 
assistant scientist named Bradley Carl for the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison's Wisconsin Center for Education 
Research. They say that efforts are underway to close this 
large achievement gap by going through the root of the 
problem: segregation. 


ANOTHER ASPECT of the achievement gap is graduation 
rates. Wisconsin is considered to have one of the highest gaps 
(25.7% gap) between white and Black students’ high school 
graduation rates compared to any other state in the US. The 
graduation gap is so severe in Wisconsin due to the very low 
rates for Black students and very high rates for white 
students. 


Percent of Students Scoring at Proficient or Above from 
2002-2005 / Sammis White

https://madison365.com/former-wisconsin-dpi-state-superintendent-carolyn-stanford-taylor-joins-mmsds-leadership-team/
https://www.wcer.wisc.edu/About/Staff/1658
https://madison365.com/new-federal-data-shows-wisconsin-has-largest-racial-gap-in-high-school-graduation-rates/
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Read: “Wisconsin Schools’ Racial Inequality Worst in U.S.”


For the past five years, four-year graduation rates in 
Milwaukee Public High School have decreased drastically. 
The graduation rate for Black students was only 54.7%. Erin 
Richards from the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel shared that 
“The five-year graduation rate is more generous — the most 
recent rate for MPS Black students is 67%.” Unfortunately, 
this percentage has also fallen since 2011. 


After high school comes college. These rates are even more 
disturbing than the high school graduation rates. In general, 
only 8% of all Milwaukee students will earn both a high 
school diploma and college degree, while 12% of Milwaukee’s 
high school graduates will earn either a two-year or four-year 
college degree within six years. Specifically considering 
African American students from MPS, only 10% of these 
graduates will earn either a two-year or four-year college 
degree. 


To truly show that Milwaukee has one of the highest 
achievement gaps in the nation, out of the 62% of high 
school graduates from MPS, only 40% of them will actually 
enroll in college, while a slim 12% will earn a degree. 


Milwaukee Public High School Graduation Rate / The 
Completion Crisis

https://urbanmilwaukee.com/2020/06/27/wisconsin-schools-racial-inequality-worst-in-u-s/
https://www.jsonline.com/story/news/education/2016/10/17/wisconsin-posts-largest-white-black-graduation-gap/92306710/
https://www.jsonline.com/story/news/education/2016/10/17/wisconsin-posts-largest-white-black-graduation-gap/92306710/
https://allinmilwaukee.org/about/the-completion-crisis/#:~:text=According%20to%20the%202016%20U.S.,with%20Milwaukee%20Latinos%20at%2013.6%25.

