
No. 86
April
2012

Urban and Rural 
Poverty and Student 
Achievement in 
Massachusetts
A Pioneer Institute White Paper

by Ken Ardon, Ph.D.



Pioneer’s Mission

Pioneer Institute is an independent, non-partisan, privately funded research organization that seeks 
to improve the quality of life in Massachusetts through civic discourse and intellectually rigorous, data-
driven public policy solutions based on free market principles, individual liberty and responsibility, 
and the ideal of effective, limited and accountable government.

Pioneer’s Centers

This paper is a publication of the Center for School Reform, which seeks to increase the education 
options available to parents and students, drive system-wide reform, and ensure accountability 
in public education. The Center’s work builds on Pioneer’s legacy as a recognized leader in the 
charter public school movement, and as a champion of greater academic rigor in Massachusetts’ 
elementary and secondary schools. Current initiatives promote choice and competition, school-
based management, and enhanced academic performance in public schools. 

The Center for Better Government seeks limited, accountable government by promoting 
competitive delivery of public services, elimination of unnecessary regulation, and a focus on core 
government functions. Current initiatives promote reform of how the state builds, manages, repairs 

The Center for Economic Opportunity seeks to keep Massachusetts competitive by promoting a 
healthy business climate, transparent regulation, small business creation in urban areas and sound 
environmental and development policy. Current initiatives promote market reforms to increase the 

, reduce the cost of doing business, and revitalize urban areas.

The Center for Health Care Solutions seeks to refocus the Massachusetts conversation about health 
care costs away from government-imposed interventions, toward market-based reforms. Current 
initiatives include driving public discourse on Medicaid;; presenting a strong consumer perspective 

thoughtful tort reforms.

Pioneer Institute is a tax-exempt 501(c)3 organization funded through the donations of individuals, foundations and 
businesses committed to the principles Pioneer espouses. To ensure its independence, Pioneer does not accept 
government grants.



Ken Ardon, Ph.D.

Contents

 Executive Summary 1

 Introduction  1

 Income and Poverty in Massachusetts 1

 Student Performance: The Gap for Low-Income Students 7

 Low-Income Student Performance in Urban and Rural Areas 9

 Conclusion  13

 Appendix A: Comparison of Poverty Measures 14

 Appendix B: List of Urban and Rural Municipalities 17

 About the Author 18

 Endnotes  19 
  

Urban and Rural 
Poverty and Student 
Achievement in 
Massachusetts



1

Urban and Rural Poverty and Student Achievement in Massachusetts

Executive  Summary
Despite   being   a   relatively   wealthy   state,  

Introduction

2  

3

Income  and  Poverty  in  
Massachusetts
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  Massachusetts  

5

7

  

  

<  $25,000

Massachusetts 20%

Table  1:  Household  Income  in  Massachusetts,  2009

2

3

22,050

Table  2:  2009  Poverty  Line6

Figure  1:  Poverty  Rates  for  Massachusetts  and  US,    
1995  -  20098
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Who  Lives  in  Poverty  in  Massachusetts?

Massachusetts 2%

20% 5%

2%

26%

3%

30% 2%

5%

23% 3%

3%

7% 2%

6%

6% 2%

3%

25%

20% 2%

Table  4:  Max  and  Min  Poverty  by  School  District    
in  Each  County  (Small  Area  Income  and  Poverty  

Estimates  (SAIPE)),  2009

Massachusetts

23%

7% 7%

7% 6%

6% 6%

7%

25%

Table  3:  Poverty  by  County,  2009
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Counting  Low-Income  Students

students

How  Does  the  Number  of  Low-Income  
Students  in  Massachusetts  Compare  to  
Other  States?  

Figure  2:  Children  5  to  17  in  Poverty,  by    
School  District  (SAIPE),  2009
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Poverty  in  Urban  and  Rural  Areas

Figure  3:  FRPL  Eligibility,  Massachusetts  and  US

Figure  4:  Population  Density
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   The   rural  

Urban 22% 70%

Rural 20%

Other 7% 20%

33%

Table  5:  Rural  and  Urban  School  Poverty
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Student  Performance:  The  Gap  for  
Low-Income  Students

The   National  Assessment   of   Educational  
Progress

Min Min

Urban 32%

Rural 2% 62%

Other 2%

2%

Table  6:  Extremes  of  Rural  and    
Urban  Poverty

District

Orange

Table  7:  Highest  Poverty    
Rural  Districts

Urban Rural

Table  8:  Average  Absences  and  
Suspensions,  Urban  vs.  Rural
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MCAS

Figure  5:  NAEP  Scores  by  FRPL  Eligibility,  2000  -  2009

Gap

30%

Rural 23%

Table  9:  NAEP  4th  Grade    

by  Income  and  Urban  Status,  200911
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Low-Income  Student  Performance  
in  Urban  and  Rural  Areas

Overall   Gap

53% 32% 65% 33%

30%

62% 26%

52% 30%

Table  10:  MCAS  Reading  and  Math    

Overall   Gap

3%

6% 20%

20% 7% 27% 20%

23% 22%

Table  11:  MCAS  Reading  and  Math    
Percent  Advanced,  2011

Overall   Urban Rural Other

53% 53%

63%

52% 33% 52%

Table  12:  MCAS  Percent    
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Figure  6:  Poverty  vs.  4th  Grade  MCAS  Scores    
in  2010,  Urban  Districts

Figure  7:  Poverty  vs.  4th  Grade  MCAS  Scores  in  
2010,  Rural  Districts



11

Urban and Rural Poverty and Student Achievement in Massachusetts

2011  MCAS,  Urban  and  Rural13

Figure  9:  Performance  Gap  2001  to  2011,  Urban  and  Rural
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Urban Rural

33 5

26 30

57 65

27 33 6

Table  13:  Percent  of  Low-Income  Students  

Urban Rural

Urban

  

23 27 33 5

26 30

57 65

27 33 6

Table  14:  Performance  of  Low-Income  Students,    
Urban  and  Rural,  2001  to  2011

Figure  10:  Changes  in  Performance  2001  to  2011  by  FRPL  
Eligibility,  Urban  and  Rural



13

Urban and Rural Poverty and Student Achievement in Massachusetts

Graduation  Rates

Conclusion

Urban Rural

2006 2006 2006

Table  15:  Change  in  Graduation  Rates  for  Low-Income  Students,  2006  to  201014
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Appendix  A:  Comparison  of  
Poverty  Measures
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Figure  11:  Census  and  DESE  Measures  of  Low-Income    
Students  by  District
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District Gap

26%

30% 72%

20% 52% 32%

62%

0%

Nahant 5%

23%

Table  16:  Examples  of  Large  Discrepancies    
Between  Census  and  DESE  Measures
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Appendix  B:  List  of  Urban  and  
Rural  Municipalities
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Endnotes

thresholds
guidelines

guidelines,   available   at  
thresholds

th
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