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The United States of America is founded on the idea of educational equality. A ma-

Jor part of our national heritage is our collective commitment to the notion that all
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28 The Flat World and Education

men—and women—are “created equal and enatled to life, liberty, and the pursuit
of happiness.” Furthermore, according to the 14th Amendment, all are entitled to
equal protection under the law. However, the realization of these ideals has required
long struggle, in education and in other arenas of national life.

That struggle has concerned not only access to schooling but access to an em-
powering form of education—one that can enable people to think critically and
powertully, to take control of the course of their own learning, and to determine their
own fate—rather than merely to follow dictates prescribed by others. These tensions
were articulated most clearly in the great debates between Booker T. Washington and
W.E.B. DuBois about how African Americans should be educated, with some phi-
lanthropists and politicians advocating training for menial jobs while educators like
DuBois, Carter G.Woodson, and Anna Julia Cooper sought access to a classical educa-
tion that would allow Blacks to become leaders.” This struggle has played outin each
historical era for racial/ethnic minority groups, new immigrants, and the poor, surfac-
ing in decisions about whom to educate, with whar resources, where and how, and
toward what ends. The debate is even more relevant today, as preparation for thinking
work is the prerequusite for productive engagement in our economy and soclety.

Enormous energy is devoted in the United States to discussions of the achieve-
ment gap. Much less attention, however, is paid to the opportunity gap—the accu-
mulated differences in access to key educational resources—expert teachers, person-
alized attention, high-quality curriculum opportunities, good educational materials,
and plentiful information resources—that support learning at home and at school.
Compounded inequalities in all of these resources, reinforced over generations, have
created what Gloria Ladson-Billings has called an “educational debt,” owed to those
who have been denied access to quality education for hundreds of years.?

Indeed, institutionally sanctioned discrimination in access to education is older
than che American nation itself. In his history of 18th-century colonial education,

Lawrence Cremin wrote:

For all of its openness, provincial America . . . distributed its educational resources
uneveuly, and to some groups, particularly those Indians and Afro-Americans who
were enslaved and even those who were not, it was for all intents and purposes
closed. ... For the slaves, there were few books, few libraries, [and] few schools . . .
the doors of wisdem were not only not open, they were shut tight and designed to
remain that way. ... [B]y the end of the colonial period, there was a well-developed
ideology of race inferiority to justify that situation and ensure that it would stand

firm against all the heady rhetoric of the Revolugion.”

The legacy of discrimination did persist. From the time Southern states made
it illegal to teach an enslaved person to read, throughout the 19th century and
into the 20th, African Americans faced de facto and de jure exclusion from public
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schools throughout the nation, as did Native Americans and, {requently, Mexican
Americans.® Even in the North, the problems were severe: “While [19th-century]
publicists clorified the unifying influence of common learning under the common
roof of the common school, black Americans were rarely part of that design.”’ In
1857, for example, a group of African American leaders protested to a New York
State investigating committee that the New York board of education spent $16 per
White child and only one cent per Black child for school buildings. While Black
students occupied schools described as “dark and cheerless” in neighborhoods “full
of vice and filth,"White students had access to buildings that were “splendid, almost
palatial edifices, with manifold comforts, conveniences, and elegancies.”®

Over a century later, after the Supreme Court had already declared “separate
but equal” education to be a violation of the 14th Amendment, James Bryant Co-
nant’s Stums and Suburbs documented continuing disparities in educational oppor-
runity, including spending in suburban districts that was twice that of segregated
inner-city schools.” These disparities, although somewhat reduced in the 1960s and
1970s, have returned in full force and characterize U.S. education for many students
today, just as they did more than 50 years ago. This 1s especially true for the children
of those who did not squeak through the door of opportunity when it opened a
crack in the late 1960s, before it slammed shut again in the 1980s.

These inequities are m part a function of how public education in the Umited
States is funded. In most cases, education costs are supported primarily by local
property taxes, along with state grants-in-aid that are somewhat equalizing, but
typically not sufficient to close the gaps caused by differences in local property
values. Rich districts can spend more, even when poorer districts tax themselves
at proportionally higher rates. In Texas, for instance, when school finance litigation
was under way 1 1989, the 100 wealthiest districts could raise more than twice as
much per pupil at tax rates that were nearly 50% lower than those being levied in
the 100 poorest districts.*

These same differences exist among states, with per pupil expenditures ranging
from nearly $13,000 in New Jersey to just $5,000 in Utah in 2004.'" And, while
states generally make some effort to provide aid that has some equalizing effect on
spending among districts, the federal government thus far plays no such role with
respect to differential wealth among states. In fact, the largest federal education
program, Title | of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, ailocates funds in
part based on levels of state per pupil spending, thus reinforcing rather than amelio-
rating these wealth-based inequahties. '

It 1s true that there are many great schools in this country that offer every pos-
sible opportunity to learn in empowering and engaging ways. And more of them

.- areopen to a wider range of children than was once the case. This leads many to as-
sume that inequahity has been eliminated from the national landscape. And precisely
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becduse of the segregation that currently cordons oft poor communities of color
from the rest of society, most policymakers, reporters, and editorial writers don't live
with or know about how the “other half” experiences school.

For these reasons and others, recurring explanations of educational inequality
among cveryday people, pundits, and policymakers often imphicitly or explicitly
blame children and their families for lack of effort, poor childrearing, a “culture of
poverty,” or inadequate genes.”” Certainly, there are issues of responsibility that are
appropriately laid at the door of the family. Parents who are at home should take
responsibility for turning off the TV, expecting homework to get done, and ensur-
ing attendance at school. Many more families need to do these things. However,
nany others make these commitments unrequited by a return from the schools
their children are required to attend.

The presumption that undergirds much of the conversation about the achieve-
ment gap is that equal educational opportumnity now exists; therefore, continued low
levels of achievement on the part of students of color must be intrinsic to them,
their families, or their communities.Yet, when the evidence is examined, it 1s clear
that educational outcomes for these students are at least as much a function of their
unequal access to key educational resources, both inside and outside of school, as
they are a function of race, class, or culture. Furthermore, students’ willingness to
commit to school and their own futures is interwoven with their perceptions about
whether the society, their schools, and their teachers believe they are worthwhile
investments—perceptions that enable them to invest in themselves. Thus, the more
intangible aspects of school success—a student’s dedication to de what 1s needed
to achieve and knowledge of how to do so—intersect with access to key resources
such as quality teachers and curriculum, as well as schools’ investments in those
programs and practices that can leverage strong achievement.

Five factors create the major building blocks of unequal and inadequate edu-
cational outcomes in the Umted States:

* The high level of poverty and the low levels of social supports for low-
income children’s health and welfare, including their early learning
opportumties

* The unequal allocation of school resources, which is made pohtically easier
by the increasing resegregation of schools

= Inadequate systems for providing high-quality teachers and teaching to all
children in all communities

» Rationming of high-guahty curriculum through tracking and interschool
disparities

* Factory-model school designs that have created dysfunctional learning
environments for students and unsupportive settings for strong teaching
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POVERTY AND LACK OF SOCIAL SUPPORTS

ited States not only has the highest poverty rates for c@dren am(f'ng in(illus.—

The LB3e i Figure 2.1), but it also provides fewer social supports for‘ their
triél]izedl* nanonsf(seer rfsources for them at school. In 2007, 23% of US children
Weﬂ_b'e 1?g a’nd e"?ve *Lrpore than twice the rate of most European natpns, and a
ere B 1}?aiélzzti7rué i}l the early 1970s, when poverty rates for children had
eher td to 15% as a result of the War on Poverty.'*
beet feduc?_ i ch of the GECD countries, policies for transfer of Fesourc_es

Irf ’fldi::’f;nmi?es redu;:e poverty by a ruch greater. amount_than 15 true 1;;
ti I(Ejjr;iltr;d States.” Thus, the United States has by far the highest child poverty ra
the '

Figure 2.1. Poverty Rates in OECD Countries Around the Year 2000
(Based on 50% cf Median income).

30

F |
. 217 |-

20+ !

Percentage of Children in Paverty

Source: Gifiord, 2002.



32

' Figure 2.2. Child Poverty Rates, Before and After Governmenta! Transfers. 5
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B Chiid Poverty Rate After Taxes and Transfers

after governmental transfers of any of these nations (see Figure 2.2). These transfers
occur through tax policies, cash benefits, housing and health—care subsidies, and
child care assistance. American children living in poverty have a much weaker safety
net than their peers in other industrialized countries, where universal health care,
housing subsidies, and high-quality childcare are the norm.

Because of both the large income disparities and our shredded safety net, in
2004, 38.2 million Americans lived in households experiencing hunger, an increase
of more than 20% since 1999 and more than 50% since 1985.% The per person al-
location for food stamps each month is less than half of what would be needed to
purchase low-cost food that meets the Surgeon General’s guidelines for a healthy
diet.” Ironically, while research has shown how strongly food insecurity influences
childhood illness, the average total cost for a single hospitalization for pediatric ill-

ness would purchase almost 5 years of food stamps for an average family.*®
Meanwhile, in a growing number of households, poor families are forced to
make choices between paving rent and buying food or medicine, and more are losing
their homes in the greatest economic crisis since the 1930s. In 2004, of more than 3
million Americans experiencing liomelessness, 40% were families with children and
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an additional 5% were unaccompanied children.”® And with 46 million Americans
lacking health-care coverage in 2005, 11% of children under 18 had no coverage,
including 19% of children in poverty and 22% of Hispanic children.® With the deep
job Josses in 2009, these numbers are now growing too rapidly to keep count.

The devastating effects of these realities of contemporary American life were
brought home poignantly in a recent congressional briefing by then-Superintendent
John Deasy of the Prince Georges County Public Schools,an urban district bordering
on Washington, D.C., who described a 9-year-old child in his district, living within
sight of the Capitol, who had recently died of sepsis from an infected cavity that had
gone untreated because the child lacked dental insurance. As this story suggests, child
mortality is higher in the United States than in any other wealthy country.™

In other developed countries, schools can focus primarily on providing educa-
tion, rather than also having to provide breakfasts and lunches, help families find
housing and health care, and deal with constant mobility due to evictions, the ef-
fects of untreated physical and mental illness, and the large gaps in children’s readi-
ness that exist at entry to school.

LIMITED EARLY LEARNING OFPORTUNITIES

A growing body of research suggests that learning opportunities before children en-
ter school also substantially predict their success or failure. However, many children
do not have the kinds of experiences at home or in a preschool setting that enable
them to develop the communication and interaction skills, motor development,
cognitive skills, and social-emotional skilis that enable them to be independent
learners when they arrive in school. This undermines their academic success both
in the short and longer run.

An estimated 30 to 40% of children enter kindergarten without the social
and emotional skills and language experiences needed to be initially successtul in
school.” Studies have found that the size of the working vocabulary of 4-year-old
children from low-income families is approximately one-third that of children from

% which makes it much more difficult for them to read

middle-income families,
with comprehension or to engage in academic learning relying on that vocabulary,
even when they can decode text. By first grade, only half as many first graders from
poor families are proficient at understanding words in context and engaging in
basic mathematics as first graders from nonpoor families.*

Nobel Prize-winning economist James Heckman notes:“Compared to 50 years
ago, a greater fraction of American children is being born into disadvantaged families
where investments in children are smaller than in advantaged famikies.”* These lower

Investments 1n early education and health care negatively affect later school success
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and adult outcomes; yet, he argues, there is convincing evidence that if interventions
occur ¢arly enough, they can unprove children’s health, welfare, and learning signifi-

cantly The earlier the intervention, the greater the social returns, since

Skills beget skills and capabilities foster future capabilities. All capabilities are built on a
foundation of capacities that are developed earlier. Early learning confers value on ac-
quired skills, which leads to (a) self-reinforcing motivation to learn more and (b} early
mastery of a range of cognitive, social and emotional competencies making learming
at late ages more efficient, and therefore easier and more likely to continue. . . . Early

interventions promote economic efficiency and reduce lifetime inequality™

High-quahty preschool programs, such as the Perry Preschool Program and the
Abecedarian Program, have been found to reduce the probability of students being re-
tained in grade, needing special education, dropping ous of school, being unemployed,
and being incarcerated. They have also shown gains in educational attainment, with
more graduates going onto postsecondary education, which boosts later earnings. As
a consequence of all of these benefits, studies have estimated returns to investient
in preschool education of about $4 to $10 for every dollar invested.” High-quality
programs that produce these kinds of benefits have relied on highly qualified teachers
with a bachelor’s or master’s degree in early childhood education, small class sizes, rich
hands-on learning materials, and parent outreach and education.®

Although pre-kindergarten enrollment has been growing in recent years, low-
income children continue to participate in early education at much lower rates than
children from higher-income families. In 2000, 63% of children ages 3 to 5 {not
yet in kindergarten) whose parents carned $50,000 or more were enrolled in pre-
kindergarten, but only 44% of children the same age with family inconies below
$15,000 were enrolied.?® These children rely heavily on pubhcly funded programs,
which serve more than three-quarters of those from families with incomes below
$35,000.° Yet, as the demands for educational success increase, the supports for
children in and out of school have not kept pace.

Ironically, as more and more middle-income children receive preschool educa-
tion that poor children lack, the gap in cognitive skills, vocabulary, and learning ex-
periences the children bring with them to school is further exacerbated. In racially
and economically integrated environments, the differentials present teachers with
an even wider range of developed abilities among entering children than was once
the case. The parents of those who have had high-quality preschool for several years
and enriched home environments often demand a more academically accelerated
curriculum while students without these advantages still need to learn their colors,
numbers, and other basic concepts. These disparities can influence both teachers’
perceptions of the potential of less-prepared children and students’ own self-con-

fidence and perceived abilities, all of which have cumulative effects on motivation
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and iearning. In cases where teachers cannot manage this wide range, it can create
, reverberating cycle of discouragement and failure for less experienced children
who soon perceive that they are behind before they even begin. In racially and
economically segregated environments, this often leads to lowered expectations of

low-income children and tew models of success to be emulated.

RESEGREGATION AND UNEQUAL SCHOOLING

As Heckman notes, “the advantages gained from effective early interventions are best
sustained when thev are followed by continued high quality learning experiences.”™
However, beyond the large and growing inequalities that exist among families, pro-
found inequalities in resource allocations to schools have been reinforced by che in-
creasing resegregation of schools over the decades of the 1980s and 1990s. During that
20-year span, desegregation policies were largely abandoned by the federal govern-
ment and the courts, and state governments generally followed suit,” With the aban-
donment of funding for federal desegregation assistance to schools in the 1980s and a
spate of court decisions that ended judicial oversight of desegregating districts in the
1990s, there were fewer and fewer levers to counterbalance residential segregation.

While desegregation has clearly made it possible for many students of color to
attend schools they could never before have accessed, the nation’s Himping progress has
left many behind. Many Americans presume that school desegregation happened 1m-
mediately and completely after Brown v. Board of Education; however, by 1964, tully a
decade later, 98% of African American students in Southern schools were still enrolled
in all-Black schools, and over 70% of INorthern Black scudents were still enrolled in
predominantly minority schools.”® Progress made after the passage of the 1964 Civil
Rights Act was steady for only about a decade, Although the percentage of African
American students in predominantly minority schools declined in the 1960s, it re-
mained virtually unchanged between 1972 and 1986, while the share of Hispanic
students located in such schools actually grew from 55% in 1968 to 71% by 1986.%

During the 1990s, segregation increased further across both schools and class-
rooms. Classroom-based segregation increased as a function of additional tracking
within schools, a strategy that created largely segregated experiences for many
students within “integrated” schools. By 2000, 72% of the nation’s Black students
attended predominantly minority schools, up significantly from the low point of
63% in 1980. The proportion of students of color in intensely segregated schools
also increased. Nearly 40% of African American and Latino students attend schools
with a minority enrollment of 90 to 100% (sce Table 2.1). Thus, with respect to
school segregation, America stood at the gateway to the 21st century, almost exactly
where it stood 30 years eather—having lost in a giant tug-of-war much of the
ground it gained during the 1970s.
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Table 2.1. Percentage Distribution of Public Elementary and Secondary School
Studenits of Each Racial/Ethnic Group, by Percent Mincrity of Schoal, Fall 2000.

Raee /Ethnicity < 10%  10-24% 25-49% 50-74% T753-89% > 90%
T R
Whire, non-Hispanic 43 26 20 8 2 1
Black, non-Hispanic 2 7 19 21 13 37
Hispanic 2 7 15 20 19 38
Asian/Pacific Islander 7 15 23 22 18 15
American Indian/Alaska Native 9 19 27 17 3 20

Source: National Center for Education Statistics, Common Corg of Data, 2000-2001.

The situation threatens to become worse, since the Supreme Court’s 2007
ruling in a case brought by parents from Jefferson County, Kentucky, and Seattle,
‘Washington, which found that local school authorities could no longer use race as
a basis for decision making in school assignments, even if it was the only way to
maintain integrated schools.* More than 550 scholars signed onto a social science
review that was filed as an amicus brief—something that has happened only five
times in the history of the court. The first time was the social science staternent
signed by a few dozen researchers about the harms of segregated schools prior to
the landmark Brown v. Board of Education in 1954,

In this brief, scholars summarized an extensive body of research showing the
educational and community benefits of integrated schools for both White and mi-
nority students, documenting the persisting inequalities of segregated minority
schools, and examining evidence that schools will resegregate in the absence of
race-conscious policies. The scholars concluded that

More often than not, segregated minority schools offer profoundly unequal edu-
cational opportunities. This inequality is manifested in many ways, including fewer
qualified, experienced teachers, greater instability caused by rapid turnover of faculty,
fewer educational resources, and limited exposure to peers who can positively influ-
ence acadernic learning. No doubrt as a result of these disparities, measures of edu-
cational ourcomes. such as scores on standardized achievemnent tests and high school

graduation rates, are lower in schools with high percentages of nonwhite students.”

Part of the achievement effect is that, for all groups except Whites, racially
segregated schools are almost always schools with high concentrations of poverty.™
Nearly two-thirds of African American and Latino students attend schools where
most students are eligible for free or reduced price lunch (see Table 2.2). A number of
studies have found that this concentration of poverty has an independent influence
on student achievement, beyond the individual students’ own socioeconoimic status,
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Table 2.2. Percentage Distribution of 4th-Grade Public School Students of Each
Racial/Ethnic Group, by Percentage of Students in School Eligible for Free or
reduced-Price Lunch, Fall 2000.

Race/Ethnitity 0% 1-5% 6-10% 11-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76-99% 100%
Total ‘ 6 11 11 14 20 20 o6
'White’ nen-Hispanic 7 14 15 18 23 17 5 .
Black, non-Hispanic 2 2 2 7 14 8 3 13
Hispanic 4 4 7 9 16 26 16 17
Asian/Pacific Islander 7 27 16 9 13 10 17 5
American Indian/ 3 2 1 g 25 30 16 12
Alaska Native

Source: National Genter for Education Statistics, Common Core of Data, 2000-2001.

confirming the 1966 Coleman Report finding that “the social composition of [a
school’s] student body is more highly related to student achievement, independent
of the student’s own social background, than is any school factor.”

All kinds of students, both poor and nonpoor, have lower achievement in high-
poverty clementary schools. Indeed, students who are not low-income have lower
achievement 1n high-poverty schools than do low-income students attending more
affluent schools.* And a recent study of Southern high schools found that the so-
cloeconomic status of students’ high schools had as much independent impact on
their achievement growth as their own socioeconomic status. !

Concentrated poverty is shorthand for a constellation of inequalities that shape
schooling. These schools not only typically have less qualified and less experienced
teachers and fewer learning resources, but they also have lower levels of peer group
support and competition, more limited curricula taught at less challenging levels,
more serious health and safety problems, much more student and family mobility,
and many other factors that seriously aftect academic achievement.*

Wiath respect to peer effects, for example, having a critical mass of students from
higher-income families with better-educated parents may mean that there are more
role models in classrooms who model successful learning strategics. They may bring
academic know-how to study groups, cooperative work groups, and other settings
where students work together. For new immigrant students, being in classes with Eng-
lish speakers is critical to mastering a new language. High levels of segregation produce
lingiistic isolation in schools with niany native Spanish speakers and few fluent native
speakers of academic English. The lack of opportunity for ongoing conversation with
native English speakers impedes the acquisition of academic English, which students
must acquire to be successful in high school and college.* Higher-income parents
may also have more social capital and clout, insisting on higher levels of services from
the central administration and stronger accountability for performance from schools.
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"Deepening segregation ted to dwindling resources has occurred as African
American and Hispanic American students are increasingly concentrated in central
city public schools, many of which have become majority “minority” over the past
decade while their funding has fallen further behind that of their suburbs. In 2003,
students of color comprised 71% of those served by the 100 largest school districts, ™
By the late 1990s, in cities across the nation, a group of schools emerged that might
be characterized as “apartheid schools”—schools serving exclusively students of
color in low-income communities. Whether in Compton, California; Chicago, Il
linois; or Camden, New Jersey, these schools have featured crumbling, overcrowded
buildings, poor hbraries and few materials, old and dilapidated texts so scarce that
students must share them in class and cannot take them home for homework, and a
revolving-doaor teaching force with little professional expertise.

In part, these conditions arose as taxpayer revolts pulled the bottom out of state
education funding, and the distribution of funds became more unequal. The extent to
which urban and poor rural schools serving high proportions of low-income students
of color could be abandoned without major outcry was in part a function of their
intense segregation. This, indeed, was one of the reasons civil rights advocates sought
desegregation in the first place. Their long struggle to end segregation was not mo-
tivated purely by a desire to have Black children sit next to White children. Instead,
there was strong evidence that the “equal” part of the “separate but equal” principle
enunciated bv the Supreme Court in its 1896 Plessy v Ferguson decision had never
been honored, and that predominantly White schools offered better opportunities on
many levels—more resources, higher graduation and college attendance rates, more
demanding courses, and better facilities and equiprment. Furthermore, there was a
belief that such schools, once integrated, would continue to be advantaged by the
greater public commitment occasioned by the more advantaged community they
serve. This belief seems borne out by the rapid slide of resegregated schools in cities
that were turning black and brown during the 1980s and 1990s into conditions of
severe resource impoverishment comparable to those in undeveloped nations.

This connection between inadequate funding and the race and social status
of students exacerbates the difficulties of creating either integrated schools or ad-
equately funded ones. The vicious cycle was described early on in the fight for
school funding reform:

School inequality between suburbia and central city crucially reinforces racial iso-
lation in housing; and the resulting racial segregation of the schools constantly
inhibits progress toward funding a therapeutic answer for the elimination of school
inequality. If we are to exorcise the evils of separateness and inequality, we must
view them together, for each dimension of the problem renders the other more
difficult to solve—racially separate schools inhibit eimination of school inequality,

and unequal schools retard eradication of school segregation. ™
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. The differences in resources that typically exist between c¢ity and suburban schools
can strongly influence school outcomes. For example, an experimental study of African
American high school youth randomly placed in public housing in the Chicago sub-
urbs rather than in the city found that, comnpared to their city-placed peers, who started
with equivalent income and academic attainment, the students who were enabled
to attend better-funded, largely White suburban schools with higher-quality teachers
and curriculum had better educational outcornes across many dimensions: They were
substantially more likely to have the opportunity to take challenging courses, receive
additional academic help, graduate on tdme, attend college, and secure good jobs.*

Finally, not only do funding systems and other policies create a situation n
which urban districts receive fewer resources than their suburban neighbors, but
schools with high concentrations of low-income and “minority” students typically
receive fewer resources than other schools within these districts. This occurs both
because upper-income parents lobby more effectively for academic programs, com-
puters, libraries, and other supports—and tolerate less neglect when it comes to
building maintenance and physical amenities—and because more affluent schools
generally secure more experienced and educated teachers through initial assign-
ments and seniority transters.

One recent study of frve urban districts found that the official disparities in fund-
ing between schools in the highest-poverty quartile and those in the lowest-poverty
quartile ranged from 10% to 23% of a school’s overall budget.”” In another study of
the 50 largest California districts, high~-poverty schools spent an average of $2,576 per
teacher less on salaries than low-poverty schools within the same district.*

The New America Foundation notes that, while the Elementary and Second-
ary Education Act once included very detailed requirements for ensuring compara-
bility of funding, stafting, services, and salary costs among Tide I (low-income) and
non—Tite I schools, enforcement of the comparability provisions essentially ended
in 1981, during President Reagan’s administration. The previous requirement that
districts demonstrate comparability through both staff student and salary-student
ratios was relaxed to allow districts to submit written assurances in lieu of actual
data reports, asserting that they had a district-wide salary schedule and policies to
ensure equivalence among schools in staffing and materials.™

These assurances have often masked or ignored the differential ailocation of
resources to schools by student race, class, language background, and zip code. And
these official disparities do not even include the much more substantial private
fundraising more affluent parents can accomplish for the schools their students at-
tend. In some communitties, these privately raised funds—in the tens and even hun-
dreds of thousands of dollars—purchase music and art programs, library books and
computers, and even teachers thar these schools (both public and private) would
otherwise be unable to afford, further expanding inequality.
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UNEQUAL ACCESS TO QUALIFIED TEACHERS

More important even than the contrasts between up-to-date and dilapidated buiid-
ings, or between overflowing hibraries and empty shelves, are the differences in teachers
different children encounter. In the United States, teachers are the most inequitably
distributed school resource. When 1 worked in New York City during the 1990s, the
city hired nearly half of its new teachers each year without full preparation, while los-
ing about that same proportion of new teachers at the end of each year as they burned
out and gave up or moved on. Meanwhile, the minimum qualification to get hired
in a wealthy district like suburban Scarsdale was 5 years of successtul teaching expe-
rience and at least a master’s degree from a highly respected school ke Columbia
University’s Teachers College. During those years, New York City could not manage
to hire even the qualified teachers who applied {including many from Teachers Col-
lege), because of a combination of dystunctional hiring practices and noncompetitive
salaries. In 2003, median teacher salaries in New York City were $53,000, as compared
to $95,000 in Scarsdale—a function of dramatically different salary schedules as well
as levels of teacher experience and education.

To understand the import of these differences, consider this description by
Jonathan Kozol of teaching conditions at that time in a middle school in Harlemn
serving African American and Hispanzc students, 70% of whom scored at the lowest
level on the state’s achievement tests:

The school ... turned out to be a bleak and grimy institution on the top floor of an
old five-story building ins East Harlem. . .. Class size averaged 30 students.. . . Thirteen
of the 15 teachers were “provisionals.” which meant they were not fully cerrified to
teach, Supplies were scarce.“Three of my classes don't have textbooks,” said the prin-
cipal. “I have to fight and scratch for everything we get”. . .“If we had the money,
ideal class size for these kids would be 15 to 20, said a teacher. “Many are in foster
care—their parents may have died of AIDS or are in jail”” But even if they had the
money for more teachers, said the principal, “we wouldn’t have the space.” and he
unlocked a door to show me that his social studies teacher had to use a storage closet
as her office. Standards posters, lists of numbered mandates, lists of rubrics lirned most
of the classroom walls. I asked a mathematics teacher if these lists had pedagogic value
for hus students. “District wants to see 1t, wants to know I'm teaching this,” the teacher
answered, rather dryly. When I asked him how he'd found a job in this academy, he
told me he had been in “real estate, insurance” for nine years, then for some reason
(I believe he lost lus job) he needed to find work. A friend said, ‘Bring your college
transcript in” [ did. They sent me to the district. The next day I got the job™°

The “bleak and grimy” conditions Kozol describes are closely related to the short-

ages of qualified teachers. Studies have found that working conditions are at least as

powerful as salaries in predicung whether schools can recruit and retain teachers who
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have other options.”" As in New York, increasing numbers of underqualified teachers

have been hired in many cities since the late 1980s, when teacher demand began to

increase while resources were declining, In 1990, for example, the Los Angeles City

School District was sued by students in predominantly minority schools because their

schools were not only overcrowded and less well funded than other schools, but they

were also disproportionately staffed by inexperienced and unprepared teachers hired

on emergency credentials.”* The practice of lowering or waiving credentialing stan-

dards to fill classrooms in high-minority, low-income schools—a practice that is un-

heard of in high-achieving nations and in other professions—became commonplace

in many U.S. states during this period of timne, especially in states with large minority

and immigrant populations, such as California, Texas, Florida, and New York, which

allocated such teachers almost exclusively to these students.

A decade later, California was sued again as disparate access to well-qualified

teachers had grown even worse. In 2001, for example, students in California’s most

segregated minority schools were more than five times as likely to have uncerti-

fied teachers as those in predominantly White schools. As standards were lowered,

nearly 50% of the state’s new teachers entered without training, virtually all of them

assigned to teach in high-need schools. In the 20% of schools serving almost exclu-

sively students of color, more than 20% of teachers were uncertified, and in some

schools they comprised the majority of the teaching force® (see Figure 2.3).

Figure 2.3. Distribution of Unqualified Teachers in California, 2001.
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- During this era in California, an episode of the Merrow Report™ illustrated
how debilitating these policies had become for a group of students in Oakland—
although the segment could as easily have been about schools in Philadelphia, Los
Angeles, Chicago, Newark, Atlanta, or New York City. Zooming into a portable
classroom in a middle school comprised entirely of African American and Latino
students, Merrow interviewed the students in an 8th-grade math class that had
been without a regular math teacher for most of the vear, asking, “How many math
teachers have you had this year?” One young man with an obviously good memory
started off the count:“Let’s see, there is Mr. Berry, Miss Gaines, Mr. Lee, Mr. Dijon,
Mr. Franklin. . . . Coach Brown was one of our substitutes one day” A studious-
looking girl chimed in: *“We had Miss Nakasako; we had Miss Gaines; we had Miss
Elmore; we had this other man named . . . he had like curly hair. His name was Mr,
umm . . .” Merrow noted: “So youve had so many teachers you can’t remember all
their names?” The children nodded in agreement.

A few miles away at Qakland High School, a 9th-grade science class had had
nothing but substitutes all year long, spending the entire year without a certified
science teacher. Merrow asked what it was like having so many teachers during
the year. Scudents’ frustration was evident as they answered. Said one boy: “It’s just
weird. It’s like we have to get used to a new teacher every couple of weeks or so.”
Echoed another, “I'm feeling short-handed, because this is the third year . . . ever
since I got into junior high school, I haven’t had a science teacher. . .. [['ve had] sub-~
stitutes all three years.” A young Latina observed: “All we learn 1s like the same thing
all over again.When a new teacher comes, sometimes we've got to skip chapters and
start all over again; and 1t’s difhicult”When Merrow asked, “Have you learned much
science this year?” the students shook their heads. A Black student, laying his hand
on the book in front of him as though it were a life raft, shook his head sadly and
answered, “INot really. We haven’t had the chance to.”

The reporter went on to interview several fully certified science teachers who
had applied to teach in the district and had not received a call back from the
personnel office. As in some other underresourced urban districts, uncredentialed
teachers and temporary staff were hired in lieu of more expensive teachers with
preparation and experience in order to save money. In recent years, Cakland’s new
leadership has worked heroically to change these historic practices and to seek out
and hire teachers who will become better-prepared and stay in the district. Yet the
district, like many others in the state, still struggles with the inadequate funding and
low salaries that create an uphill climb to staff ies schools each year.

Similar mmequalities have been documented in lawsuits challenging school
funding in Massachusetts, New Jersey, New York, South Carolina, and Texas, among
otner states. In Massachusetts, for example, students in predominanily minority
schools were five times more likely in 2002 to have uncertified teachers than those
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in the quartile of schools serving the fewest students of color.” In South Carolina
and Texas the rada was four to one.®

By every measure of qualifications—certification, subject-matter background,
pedagogical training, selectivity of college attended, test scores, or experience—
Jess-qualified teachers are found in schools serving greater numbers of low-income
and minority students.”” In Jeannie Oakes’s nationwide study of the distribution of
mathematics and science opportunities, students in high-minority schools had less
than a 50% chance of being taught by math or science teacher who held a degree
and a license in the field they teach.”® As Kati Haycock has noted, these statistics on
differcntials in credentials and experience, as shocking as they are, actually understate

the degree of the problem in the most impacted schools:

For one thing, these effects are addiuve. The fact that only 25% of the teachers
in a school are uncertified doesn’t mean that the other 75% are fine. More often,
they are erther brand new, assigned to teach out of field, or low-performers on the
licensure exam. . .. There are, in other words, significant nambers of schaols that
are essentially dumping grounds for unqualified teachers—just as they are dump-
ing grounds for the children they serve.®

The Influence of Teacher Quality on Student Achievement

All of these aspects of teacher quality matter. Studies at the state, district, school,
and individual level have found that teachers’ academic background, preparation for
teaching, and certification status, as well as their experience, significandy affect their
students’ achievement.® These findings appear to extend around the world as well. For
example, Motoko Akiba and colleagues found that the most significant predictors of
mathematics achievement across 46 nations included teacher’s certification, a major in
mathematics or mathemartics education, and at least 3 years of teaching experience.®’

In combination, teachers’ qualifications can have very large effects. For ex-
ample, a recent study of high school students in North Carolina found that students’
achievement was significantly higher if they were taught by a teacher who was
certified in his or her teaching field, fully prepared upon entry, had higher scores
on the teacher licensing test, graduated from a competitive college, had taught for
more than 2 years, and was national board certified.®” While each of these traits
made teachers more effective, the combined influence of having a teacher with
most of these qualifications as compared to one having few of them was larger than
the effects of race and parent education combined. That is, the difference in student
achievement between having a very well-qualified teacher rather than a poorly
qualified one was larger than the average difference in achievermnent between a typi-
cal White student with college-educated parents and a typical Black student with
high school-educated parents. The achievement gap would be much reduced if
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- low-income minority students were routinely assigned such highly qualified teach-
ers rather than those they most often encounter.

A similar study of teachers in New York City*’ also found that teachers’ cer-
tification status, pathway into teaching, teaching experience, graduation from i
competitive college, and math SAT scores were significant predictors of teacher ef-
fectiveness in elementary and middle grades mathematics. A student’ achievemnent
was most enhanced by having a fully certified teacher who had graduated from 3
university pre-service program, who had a strong academic background, and who
had meore than two vears of experience. Students’ achievement was hurt most by
having an inexperienced teacher on a temporary license—again, a teaching profile
most common in high-minority, low-income schools. In combination, improve-
ments in these qualifications reduced the gap in achievement between the schools
serving the poorest and most affluent student bodies by 25%.

Changes in the teacher qualifications available to students strongly influence stu-
dent achievement, suggesting that policies that tackle the twin problems of inadequate
and unequally distributed teacher quality may help improve school outcomes.

Indeed, because of public attention to these disparities and to the importance
of teacher quality,** Congress included a provision in the No Child Left Behind
Act of 2002 that states should ensure that all students have access to “lughly quali-
fied teachers,” defined as teachers with full certification and demonstrated compe-
tence in the subject-matter field(s) they teach.This provision was historic, especially
since the students targeted by federal legislation—students who are low-income,
low-achieving, new Enghsh language learners, or identitied with special education
needs—have been in many communities those least likely to be served by experi-
enced and well-prepared teachers.®

At the same time, reflecting a key Bush administration agenda, the law encour-
aged states to expand alternartive certification programs, and regulations developed
by the U.S. Department of Education allow candidates who have just begun, but
have not vet completed, such a program to be counted as “highly qualified”—a
ruling that caused parents of low-income, minority students taught by such teach-
ers in Cahfornia to sue the Department of Education. The parents claimed that the
department’s rule sanctioned inadequate teaching for cheir children and masked the
fact that they were being underserved, thus reducing pressure on policymakers o
create the incentves that would have given their children access to fully prepared
reachers.

The alternative programs created in the field vary widely. Some of these
programs are well-designed routes for mid-career entrants that provide a taitored
pathway that wraps relevant coursework around a carefully supervised practicum
over the course of a year under the wing ot an expert teacher. Given the emphasis
in most states on 4-year undergraduate preparation programs, these routes have




ducation

=d teach-

1ers’ cer-
1 from a
acher ef-
levement
d from a
and who
most by
1g profile
improve-

e schools

ence stu-
1adequate
es.

iportance
t Behind
iy quali-
1 compe-
especially
~ncome,
:ducation

y experi-

v encour-
leveloped
egun, but
lified”—a
ch teach-
d that the
1asked the
makers to
" prepared

- of these
a tailored
sracticum
emphasis

ites have

The Anatomy of Inequality 45

created a useful pathway into teaching for those who already earned a bachelor’s
degree, and have allowed the schools to benefit from a more mature pool with
useful work experience—and sometimes parenting experience—that provides a
strong foundation for teaching. Other programs—generally targeted for high-
rurnover urban schools—offer only a few weeks of training before teachers step
into the classroom on their own, with variable access to mentoring or support.
These efforts to address shortages in high-need schools by reducing training rather
than increasing the incentives to teach have, in many cases, actually exacerbated
staffing problems and undermined efforts to raise student achievement.

The Effects of Alternative Certification

The effects on achievement of nonselective alternative certification programs
were illuminated by a recent Mathematica study® of such programs.The research-
ers found only 12 states that had such routes allowing elementary teachers to enter
without having completed training; some of these, such as Wisconsin and Michigan,
allow the practice only in a single high-need district, such as Milwaukee or Detroit.
In the high-minority, low-income schools that hire many such teachers, candidates
from “low-coursework”™ and “high-coursework™ alternative programs were com-
pared to counterpart teachers of similar experience in the same schools. “High-
coursework” programs usually cover most or all of the same courses as traditional
programs, but allow candidates to start teaching before they have completed the
courses and sometimes without having had student teaching. “Low-coursework”
programs usually skip student teaching and reduce the overall amount of training
prospective teachers are exposed to, sometimes by as much as two-thirds.

This means that teachers get httle training in areas such as child development
and learning; how to construct curriculum and develop assessments; how to teach
reading, mathematics, or other subjects; how to manage a classroom productively;
and how to teach special education students or those who are learning English for
the first time. These teachers generally also take coursework while they are teaching,
but much less of it, and they generally enter teaching without studying under the
wing of a successful veteran teacher. Advice from a mentor who visits the classroom
periodically is intended to offset these reductions in pre-service training. Most of
the “low-coursework” teachers in the sample were from Texas, a state that had
lowered its requirements for teacher education training for all teachers more than a
decade earlier, and then reduced still further the requirements for alternative route
entrants, who teach primarily in low-income, minority schools.

Even though the traditionally certified (TC) teachers in the hard-to-staff sam-
ple schools were also less well prepared than most elementary teachers nationally,
the study found that their students gained more on achieverment tests than those of
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the alternatively certified (AC) teachers who were stll taking coursework, as we]]
as those of AC teachers in their third and fourth years. Most important, though, 5
careful look at the test score data shows that the reading and math achievement of
students taught by teachers from what the study called “low-coursework™ alterna-
tive programs actually declined by nearly two normal curve equivalent (INCE) poing
between fall and spring of the academic vear.®” Students taught by their traditiona]
route counterparts, who started further behind in the fall, declined by a smaller
amount, and ended up roughly comparable to those of the alternative route teach-
ers by spring—not a reassuring finding for any of the children in these high-need
schools (see Figure 2.4).

Teachers from the “high-coursework” programs did somewhat better, and their
traditional route counterparts did better stll, suggesting that more comprehensive
programs can lead to better outcomes for students. However, these teachers added
only one to two NCE points in achievement for their students over the course of
the vear, not nearly enough to begin closing the achievement gap for their students
who were already scoring well below the norm. While the researchers who con-
ducted the study interpreted their findings as suggesting that the alternative route
candidates who teach in these difficult contexts do not much more harm than other
teachers in their schools, these peor outcomes are not an acceptable standard. Thev

Figure 2.4. Fall-to-Spring Test Score Gains/Losses of Students Taught
by Alternative-Route and Traditional-Route Teachers.
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: These findings are similar to those in other studies. In the North Carolina
stady cited above, the largest negative effects on student achievernent were found
for me};perlenced teachers and for teachers who had entered teaching on the state’s
«w]yteral entry” program, an alternate route that allows entry for mid-career re-
cruits who have subject-matter background but no initial training for teaching.
In addition, three large, well-controlled studies, using longitudinal individual-level

student data from New York City and Houston, Texas, found that teachers who
er, and theiy

aprehensive
“hers added
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entered teaching without full preparation—as emergency hires or alternative route

candidates—were significanily less effective when they started than fully prepared

beginning teachers working with similar students, especially in teaching reading.®
This is not surprising, given the sophisticated knowledge and skills needed to teach

“1t students beginning reading, especially to students who have few literacy experiences outside

who cor- of school and those who are new Enghsh language learners.

ative rouge On the more positive side, all of these studies found that, among the alternate

than other
dard, They

route teachers who stayed in teaching long enocugh to complete their required
coursework for certification, the gap in effectiveness closed. Indeed, in two of the
studies, students of Teach for America (TFA) alumni who became certified after a
couple of years of teaching had larger than average gains in mathernatics. However,
this represented a small minority of these recruits, as more than 80% of the TFA
entrants and half of other alternatively prepared teachers had left the protession by
year 4, as compared to about one-third of waditional entrants. Since less eftective
teachers tend to leave sooner, it is likely that these findings are both because the bet-
ter teachers stayed and because they had gained in effectiveness as they completed
their training and gained experience.

Even if those who stay in teaching catch up to their peers later, however, stu-
dents who have had such teachers when they were novices suffer and may never
catch up, especially if the students have a revolving door of such beginners year after

year. In reading, for example, the negative differential for upper elementary students

irsework
nterpart

taught by underprepared novices was estimated to be the loss of about one-third

of a grade level.” When children in hard-to-staff schools experience several such

teachers in a row, it is easy for the students to fall further and further behind. And

\T’ when teachers who quit are replaced by other new, underprepared teachers, the
achievement Jevel within a school or district remains depressed.

This high turnover for those who enter without having complete preparation

1s not unusual. A nationwide study by the National Center for Education Statistics

—_— . (NCES) found, for example, that, among recent college graduates, 49% of those who

entered teaching without certification left the profession within 5 vears, as compared
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to only 14% of certified entrants who entered at the same time.” An analysis of
another NCES database showed attrition rates for new teachers who lacked sty
dent teaching and teacher education coursework at rates double those of those who

had had student teaching” (see Figure 2.5). Ironically, efforts to address shortages of
teachers through fast-track programs that offer a tew weeks of preparation before 4
sink-or-swim entry can ultimately add to the churn in urban schools.

This high turnover 1s often hnked to teachers’ sense of eEectiveness.Although
many people believe they do not need much specialized preparation before they
enter, most learn quickly that teaching is much more difficult than thev thought,
and they either desperately seek out additional training, construct a teaching style
that focuses on control—often by “dumbing down” the curriculum to what can be
easily managed—or leave in despair.”

For example, a report in the St. Petersburg Times in January 2001 reported
on the loss of nearly 100 area recruits in the first few months of that school year,
many of them mud-career alternative certification candidates who had entered
without education training and wete supposed to learn on the job. Microbiologist
Bill Gaulman, a 56-year-old African American former Marine and New York City
firefighter, left before mid-year; his comments reflected the experiences of many:
“The word that comes to mind is ‘overwhelmed,” said Galman. “Peaple told me
Tust get through that first year” I was like, ‘1 don’t know if T can get through this
week” I didn’t want to shortchange the kids. I didn’t want to fake it. I wanted to

Figure 2.5. Teacher Preparation and Attrition of 1st-Year Teachers
{Percentage of Teachers Leaving After One Year)
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do it right” Erika Lavrack, a 29-year-old psychologist without education training,
was assigned to teach special education resigned on her second day.“The kids were
nice enough,” Lavrack said, “but they were running all over the place.There was no
way 1 could teach them anything if I couldn’ get them to sit down. I didn know

what to do’7
Some, like this recruit who entered teaching after a few weeks of summer

training, find that they end up blaming the students for their own lack of skills:

I stayed one year. I felt it was important for me to see the year out but I didn’t nec-
essarily feel like it was a good idea for me to teach again without something else. I
knew if T wanted to go on teaching there was no way I could do it without training. I
found mysel having problems with cross—cultural teaching issues—blaming my kids
because the class was crazy and out of control, blaming the parents as though they
didn’t care about their kids. It was frustrating to me to get caught up in that.

Other teachers understand that they will ultimately carry the burden of the students
who are undereducated by teachers who are underprepared. A teacher in a Califor-
nia school with a revolving door of underprepared teachers explained:

Teachers who had not been through [preparation] programs had more concerns
about classroom management and about effective methods for dehvering instruc-
tion to the student population at our school than teachers who had been through
credential programs. It was a topic that was discussed at the lunch table .. . the fact
we had a class that had had so many substitutes and had had an uncredentialed
teacher who was not able to handle the situation and ended up not returning, and
that the kids were going to struggle and the teachers who received them the next
year would probably have a difficult time with those students because of what they
had been through.”

Some studies confirm what this teacher suggests: that the negative effects of an
ineffective teacher persist into future years, lowering children’s academic achieve-
ment, and two or three such teachers in a row create 2 substantial deficit. One
analysis indicates, for example, that students who receive three ineffective teachers
in a row may achieve at levels that are as much as 50 percentile points lower than
students who receive three highly effective teachers in a row”—a differential large
enough to distinguish students who may struggle to graduate from high school
from those who go on a competitive college or university (see Figure 2.6).

The Effects of Concentrations of Underprepared Teachers

Beyond the effects of individual teachers on students, there are additional ef-
fects on student learning of teacher expertise across a school or district. The tmore
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Figure 2.8. Cumulative Effects of Teacher Effectivaness. Studant Test Scores
in 5th-Grade Math by the Effectivensss Levels of Their Teachers (Low, Average,
High) Over a 3-Year Period, for Two School Systems.
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expert and experienced teachers there are in a school, the more professional knowl-
edge they can share and bring to bear on making good curriculum decisions. In
addition, the greater the continuity in instructional practice from class to class and
from year to vear, the larger the cumulative effects of good teaching. The converse
18 also true. Studies have found that, at the school, district, and even state levels, the
proportion of teachers who are inexperienced, underprepared, or uncertified has
a significant negative effect on student achievement after controlling for student
characteristics like poverty and language background.™

This is partly because high levels of turnover and staff instability create ad-
ditional problems for schools beyond the effects of individual teachers who may
be weak. As a study by Stanford Research International found, in the many low-
income, high-minority schools with large shares of inexperienced, underprepared
teachers, high turnover drains both financial and human resources. Schools that hire
a parade of novices and short-term teachers must constantly pour money into re-
cruitment and professional support for new teachers, without reaping benefits from
the investments, Like filling a leaky bucket, these schools are forced to repeat this
waste of energy and resources over and over again. Other teachers, including the
few who could serve as mentors, are siretched thin by the needs of their colieagues
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.5 well as their students, increasing the chance they wilt burn out.”” Scarce resources
Jre wasted trying to reteach the basics each year to teachers who arrive with few
tools and leave before they become skilled. Most important, the constant staff churn
consigns a large share of children in high-turnover schools to a parade of relatively
ineffective teachers, with all of the long-term costs of remediation, grade retention,
and dropping out experienced by the society at large.

LACK OF ACCESS TO HIGH-QUALITY CURRICULUM

In addition to being taught by less expert teachers than their White counterparts,
students of color face stark differences in courses, curriculum programs, materials
and equipiment, as well as in the human environment in which they attend school.
High-quality instruction—which is shaped by all of these factors—has been found
to matter more for school outcomes than students’ backgrounds. For example, when
sociologist Roobert Dreeben studied reading instruction for 300 Black and White
first graders across seven schools in the Chicago area, he found that differences in
reading achievement were almost entirely explained not by socioeconomic status or
race, but by the quality of curriculum and teaching the students received:

OQur evidence shows that the level of learning responds strongly to the quality of
instruction: having and using enough time, covering a substantial amount of rich
curricular material, and matching instruction appropriately to the ability levels of
groups. . . . When Black and White children of comparable ability experience the
same instruction, they do about equally well, and this is true when the instruction

is excellent in quality and when it is inadequate.”®

However, the study also found that the quality of instruction received by Af-
rican American students was, on average, much lower than that received by White
students, thus creating a racial gap in aggregate achieverment by the end of first grade.
In fact, the highest ability group in Dreeben’s sample at the start of the study was in
aschool in a low-income African American neighborliood. These students, though,
learned less during first grade than their White counterparts because their school
was unable to provide the quality instruction this talented group deserved—a story
replicated over many decades in many comrmnunities across the country.

Allocating Knowledge

Unequal access to knowledge is structured in a variety of subtle and not-so-
subtle wayvs. In U.S. schools, far more than those in high-achieving nations around
the world, this occurs through the allocation of different programmatic and course-
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taking opportunities to different students very early in their school experience.
Sorting and tracking often begin as early as kindergarten or 1st grade, with deci-
sions about which students will be placed in remedial or “gifted” programs and
with differentials among affluent and poor schools in what is offered. For example,
wealthy districts often offer foreign languages early in elementary school whereas
poor districts offer few such courses even at the high school level; richer districis
typically provide extensive music and art programs, project-based science, and elab-
orate technology supports, while poor districts often have none of these, and offer
stripped down drill-and-practice approaches to reading and math learning, rather
than teaching for higher-order applications.

Research has found that schools serving African American, Latino, and Native
American students are “bottom heavy”—that is, they offer fewer academic and
college preparatory courses and more remedial and vocational courses that tend to
train specifically for low-status occupations, such as cosmetology and sewing.” For
example, in 2005, only 30% of Califorma’s highly segregated schools (serving more
than 90% students of color) had a sufficient number of the state-required college
preparatory courses to accomimodate their students. In these schools, constituting
one-quarter of ail schools in the state, a substantial pumber of the college-required
courses were taught by teachers lacking certification in their subject areas.™® As a re-
sult of these conditions, in 2003, only 6% of the state’s African American and Latine
high school graduates had taken and passed both the courses and the tests required
to be ehgible for admission to the state university system.”

In racially mixed schools, curriculum tracks are generally color-coded. Honors
or advanced courses are reserved primarily for White students, while the lower
tracks (basic, remedial, or vocational) are disproportionately filled with students of
color.® Unequal access to high-level courses and challenging curriculum explains
much of the difference in achievement between munority students and White stu-
dents, as coursetaking 1s strongly related to achievement, and there are large race-
based differences among students in coursetaking from an early age, especially in
such areas as mathematics, science, and foreign language.®

By contrast, there 1s very little curriculum differentiation in the education of-
ferings for students in contemporary high-achieving European and Asian nations,
such as Finland, Sweden, Korea, Japan, and Hong Kong, which have sought, as part
of their reforms, to equahze access to a common, intellectually ambitious curricu-
lum.® These nations typically do not track or sort most students until the end of
high school, when, in the last 2 years, there is often differentiation of courses by
interest and aptitude, and matriculation examinations influence college admussions.
By comparison, European countries such as France and Germany that have contin-
ued a tradition of sorting students much earlier are, hke the United States, lagging

in international assessments.
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Historical Origins

The historical origins of tracking systems in the United States were beliefs in
differential intelligence held by eugenicists and some education reformers in the
carly 1900s, which translated into grouping systems that would lead to specific vo-
cations assigned by socioeconomic status. In 1909, Stanford University Education
School dean Ellwood P Cubberly described the problem as it was then conceptual-
ized with the arrival of Ttahans, Poles, Czechs, and other new immigrants:

These southern and eastern Europeans are of a very different type from: the north
Furopeans who preceded them. Illiterate, docile, lacking in self-reliance and initia-
tive, and not possessing the Anglo-Teutonic conceptions of law, order, and gov-
ernment, their coming has served to dilute tremendously our national stock, and
to corrupt our civic life. . .. Our city schools will soon be forced to give up the
exceedingly democratic idea that all are equal and our society devoid of classes . ..
and to begin a specialization of educational effort along many lines in an attempt
to adapt the school to the needs of these many classes. . . . Industrial and vocational
training is especially sigmificant of the changing conception of the school and the

classes in the future expected to serve.®

Psychologist and IQ test developer Lewis Terman, also a professor at Stanford,
found that 80% of the immigrants he tested appeared to be “feeble-minded,” and he
concluded in his book Intelligence Tests and School Reorganization, published in 1922:

Their dullness seems to be racial, or at least in the family stock from which they
come. The fact one meets this type with such extraordinary frequency among
Indians, Mexicans, and negroes suggests quite forcibly that the whole question of
racial differences in mental differences will have to be taken up anew. . .. Children
of this group should be segregated in special classes. . . . They cannot master ab-
stractions, but they can often be made efficient workers.%

Schools were designed to be mechanisims for efficient sorting of manpower in the
industrialized economy. As educator W. B. Pillsbury wrote in Sdentific Monthly in 1921:

We can picture the educarional system as having a very important function as a select-
Ing agency, a means of selecting the men of best intelligence form the deficient and
mediocre. All are poured into the system at the bottom; the incapable are soon reject—
ed or drop out after repeating various grade and pass into the ranks of unskilled labor.
... The more intelligent who are to be clerical workers pass into the high school; the
most intelligent enter the universities whence they are selected for the professions.®”

The conception of schools as selecting only a few for thinking work rather
than as developing the talents of all to a high level has remained, even as educational
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expectations in the society and the labor market have changed dramatically. As
result of the work of the scientific managers in the earty 1900s, tracking in U.S,
schools starts much earlier and 1s much more extensive than in many other coun-
tries. The result of this practice is that challenging curricula are rationed to a very
stnall proportion of students, and far fewer U.S. students ever encounter the kinds of
learning opportunities students in high-achieving countries typically experience.®

Indeed, access to high-quality curriculum-—that is, a combination of ambitious,
well-sequenced goals for learning enacted through intellectually challenging assign-
ments, strong instruction, and supportive materials—is relatively rare in the United
States. The story of inadequate curriculum is one that has two important dimen-
sions: One is the disparity between the kind of curriculum te which more and

tess advantaged students have access in this country—a gap that is much greater in
the United States than in higher-achieving countries around the world that have
been consciously reducing differences in access to knowledge. The second dimen-
sion is what Tony Wagner calls the global gap—"the gap between what even our
best suburban, urban, and rural public schools are teaching and testing versus what
all students will need to succeed as learners, workers, and citizens in today’s global
knowledge economy.”® T discuss this gap further in Chapter 6 where I describe the
reforms under way in high-performing nations that have transformed their educa-
tion systems.

Wagner describes the skills that students need in terms very similar to those oth-
ers have outined in reform reports around the world: critical thinking and problem
solving; collaboration; agility and adaptability; initiative and entrepreneurialism; effec-
tive oral and written communication; accessing and analyzing information; curiosity
and imagination. The kind of cutriculum that supports these qualities has typically
been rationed to the most advantaged students in the United States—a strategy that is
increasingly problematic as demand for these skills becomes untversal.

Curriculum Oppeortunities and Learning

The curriculum ratoning system we have inherited was justified on the grounds
that it was best for students, so that they could be educated in the most appropriate
ways, at their own “levels,” and find their way into society. However, a substantial
body of research over the last 40 vyears has found that the combination of teacher
quality and curriculum quality explains most of the school’s contribution to achieve-
ment, and that access to curriculum opporturnities is a more powerful determinant
of achievement than initial achievement levels. That 15, when students of similar
backgrounds and initial achievement levels are exposed to more and less challenging
curriculum material, those given the richer, more demanding curriculum opportu-

nities ultimately outperform those placed in less challenging classes.”® For example,




ucation

lly. As a
n U.S.
r coun-
3 a very
kinds of
1ence.®
nbitious,
7 assign-
: United
dimen-
10re and
reater in
Hhat have
1 dimen-
even our
sus what
y’s global
,cribe the

ir educa-

haose oth-
| problem
ism; eftec-
; curlosity
s typically

egy that s

1e grounds
ppropriate
substantial
of teacher
to achieve-
eterminant
. of similar
-hallenging
o opporm—

or exam‘ple,

e

¥

The Anatomny of Inequality 55

a rigorously designed experimental study which randomly assigned 7th-grade “at-
risk” students to remedial, average, and honors mathematics classes found that at the
end of the year, the at-risk students who took the honors class offering a pre-algebra
curriculum outperformed all other students of similar backgrounds.”

Similarly, a study by Jeannie OGakes in a California ¢ity found that, for students
scoring at about the median on the district’s standardized test, those placed in low-
track classes lost an average of two normal curve equivalents (NCEs) after 1 year and
sustained these losses for 3 vears, while those who were placed into an accelerated
course gained 6.5 NCEs after 1 year and 9.6 NCEs after 3 years. These patterns held
true for students who were initially much lower in the achievement discribution
(for example, near the 20th percentile} and for those much higher in the achieve-
ment distribution (for example, near the 80th percentile)-—a finding reinforced by
other studies.” In these ways, tracking exacerbates the achievement gap.

Tracking 15 associated with curriculum differences that can dramatcally restrict
students’ encounters with knowledge and their opportunities to learn. Decades of re-
search have shown that teachers who produce high levels of learning for initially low-
er- and higher-achieving students alike provide active learning opportunities involving
student collaboration and many uses of oral and written language, connect to students’
prior knowledge and experiences, provide hands-on learning opportunities, and en-
age students” higher-order thought processes, including their capacities to approach
tasks strategically, hypothesize, predict, evaluate, integrate, and synthesize ideas.”

However, many studies have found that students placed in the lowest tracks
or in remedial programs tend to experience instruction geared only to rote skills,
working at a low cognitive level on fill-in-the-blank worksheets and test-oriented
tasks that are profoundly disconnected from the skills they need to learn. Teacher
interaction with students in lower-track classes is less motivating and less supportive,
more likely to focus on behavioral criticisins, especially for minority students,™ and
less focused on higher-order reasoning and responses.” In these classes, students
are rarely given the opportunity to talk about what they know, to read real books,
to research and write, to construct and solve problems in mathemartics, science, or
other subjects.**Yet, these practices are essential to the development of higher-order

thinking skills and to sustained academic achievemnent.

Differential Goals

Students in the more advantaged tracks and programs not only encounter
more curricular material; they are also typically asked to learn the material differ-
ently. They have opportunities to think, investigate, and create. They are challenged
to explore. In Keeping Track, Jeannie Oakes describes the ways in which teachers
differencly frame their work for students in different tracks.”
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- Teachers of high-track classes described their class goals in terms of higher-
order thinking and independent learning, for example:*“Logical thought processes™:
“Ability to think and use information”; “Scientific reasoning and logic”; “Self-re-
liance.” Students’ views of what they learned in class reflect these goals. High-track
students said they learned: “To understand concepts and ideas and experiment with
them, and to work independently”; “How to think and reason logically and scien-
tifically”; “How to express myself through writing and compose [my] thoughts in
a logical manner [and] express my creativity”; “To search and find out answers to
questions.”

Conversely, in low-track classes, teachers described few academic goals for their
students and none related to thinking logically, critically, or independently. They
often focused on compliance and low-level skills, for example:“Better use of time”;
“Punctuality and self-discipline”; “Content—minimal. Develop goals they can
achieve™; “Good work habits.” And low-track students said they had learned how
to: “Behave in class”; “How to shut up”;“[A]bout being quiet when the teacher is
talking”; “[H]ow to hsten and follow the directions of the teacher”; “[How to] do
my questions for the book when he asks me ™

The contrasts between these experiences can be stark. As African American
parent Mark Roberts observed of his daughrer’s “gifted” classroom in contrase te

that of her lower-income friend, Tiffany:

[In the gifted classrooms], children with the proper pedigrees .. . enjoyed the best
teachers, smaller classes, an enriched curriculum, exciting field trips, challenging
assigniments, and the protective watch of the principal. They would never be as-
signed a teacher like Mrs. Simmons, who screamed at her students, kept a brick on

her desk, and made frequent calls on her cell phone.*

The principal’s response to questions about these differences in Tiffany’s
classroom was telling: “Remember who we are talking about,” said the principal.
“There’s only so much we can do for these kids.”

This phenomenon is widespread. In his research in New York City, Jonathan
Kozol described how, within ostensibly integrated schools, minority children were
disproportionately assigned to remedial or special education classes that occupy
small, cramped corners and split classrooms, while gifted and talented classrooms—
primarily White with a few Asian students—occupied the most splendid spaces,
filled with books and computers, where they learned, in the children’s words, “logi-

LR

cal thinking,”““problem solving,” “respect for someone else’s logic,” and “reasoning.”
Students were recomimended for these classes by their teachers and parents as well as
by their test scores. Kozol wrote in his notes, “Six girls, four boys. Nine white, one

Chinese. I am glad they have this class. But what about the others? Aren’t there ten

black children in the school who could enjov this also?”™*
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~ Three thousand miles away in Alameda County, California, a high school stu-
dent described the same kind of situation:

Well. at [my school] . . . it is bad, but they have like another school system inside
of it called Phi Bera, like all the smart kids, and it’s like no minorities in there. And
thev get all the good instruments and all the other stuff like engineering. .. . And
they split them up from the rest of [my school]. They’ve got their own side of the
school. So it’s just kind of scandalous how they put evervone else on the other side
of the school or [in] different classes.'™

Tracking, Race, and Class

Although test scores and prior educational opportunities provide the ratio-
nale for differential placements, race and income play a distinct role. Even after
test scores are controlled, studies have found that race and sociceconomic status
determine assignments to high school honors courses, as well as vocational and
academic programs and more or less challenging courses within them.'® Oakes’s
research demonstrated how students with the same standardized test scores were
iracked “up” and “down’ at dramatically different rates by race.’® Latino students,
for example, who scored near the 60th percentile on standardized tests were less
than half as likely as White and Asian students to be placed in college preparatory
classes. And even those who scored above the 90th percentile on such tests had
only about a 50% chance of being placed in a college preparatory class, while their
White and Asian peers were virtuaily assured of such placements (see Figure 2.7).
QOakes’s team found similar patterns for African American and Hispanic students in
the Midwestern and East Coast cities they studied.

These patterns are in part a function of prior placements of students in tracked
courses and schools of different quality in earlier grades, in part due to counselors’
views that they should advise students in ways that are “realistic” about their futures,
and in part because of the greater clout of higher-SES parents. For all of these
reasons, as well as the influence of achievement scores and teacher recommenda-
dons, students of color are strongly underrepresented in academic courses, gifted
and talented programs, honors and Advanced Placement programs (see Figure 2.8)
and overrepresented in special education courses, where the curriculum is the most
watered down and often teachers are least well qualified (see Figure 2.9).

The accumulated benefits of more challenging curriculum and effective in-
struction open up—or, in therr absence, close off—a long string of opportunities
for students. For example, in an “integrated” Maryland elementary school I visited
which used a gifted and talented magnet program to bring White students into a
school community that was just over 50% African Americen, I noted that the primary

grade classrooms were distinctly identifiable by race. Although most classrcoms were
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Figure 2.7. Likelihood of Placement in a College Preparatory Course,
Contrclling for Standardized Test Scores (Sth Grade).
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Figure 2.8. Participation in Advanced Placement Courses, 2003,
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Figure 2.8. Placement in Special Programs, 2000.
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predominantly Black, classes for “gifted and talented” students were almost entirely
White. But the mathematics classes were most distinct. In two classrooms teaching a

wilation
AB

highly conceptual curriculum—the Comprehensive School Mathematics Program
anguage

(CSMP)—there were no students of color. In the remaining classes, a mechanical,
rote-oriented curriculum was being taught. It was clear even in first grade which
students were being prepared for algebra, trigonometry, and calculus.

[ learned from the principal, that the CSMP curriculum was reserved for
“highly gifted” students who tested into the program in kindergarten. When I told
her it had been developed by researchers for untracked urban students and should

be available to thern all, she agreed. She later secured resources so that the curricu-
lam could be offered to all scudents the next year. And it was. But 3 years later, when
Ireturned to the school, the old tracking system had been reinstated. When 1 asked

; what happened, the principal replied that, with only a few days of professional de-
ative

‘ velopment to start them off, most of the teachers found the more conceptual cur-
ierican

riculum too difficult to teach; they lacked the content and teaching skills needed to
use it well with a diverse group of learners. And so, tracking for students was revived,

primarily as a means for dealing with Hmitations in teachers’ skills.
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Thus, tracking persists in the face of growing evidence that it does not substan-
tially benefit high achievers and tends to put low achievers at a serious disadvantage, '%
in part because of these long-standing beliefs about the role of schools in selection,
and in part because good teaching is a scarce resource and thus must be allocated.
Scarce resources tend to get allocated to the students whose parents, advocates, or
representatives have the most political leverage. This typically results in the most
highly qualified teachers offering the most enriched curricula to the most advan-
taged students. Evidence suggests that teachers themselves are tracked, with those
judged to be the most competent, experienced, or with the highest status assigned
to the top tracks, and those with the least experience and training assigned to the
lower tracks.'”

The disequalizing effects of early tracking continue throughout the remain-
ing vears of school. For example, only those students who attended the magnet
programi in the elementary school described above had the preparation needed to
attend a magnet program in mathematics and science located within the feeder
junior high school—which, in turn, fed into a magnet program within the feeder
high school. In the junior high school of about 1,000 students, also predominantly
African American, this special magnet program of about 100 students was also vir-
tually all White, with the exception of a couple of African American children who
prepared for it during the “reform period” that the elementary school principal had
managed to open up for a couple of years.

The group of 160 students in the niagnet encountered an enriched and rigor-
ous math, science, and technology curriculum featuring plentiful computers, fre-
quent science investigations, and access to algebra courses as early as seventh grade.
These courses were taught by highly trained teachers with master’s and doctoral
degrees in their content fields as well as in education. For the other 900 students
in the school, there were few computers, no science labs, and only a single math-
ematics teacher certified in his field and able to teach algebra. Because he was the
department chair and needed to spend most of his time supervising other teachers,
only one section of abaut 30 students out of the 900 in the “regular” prograni had
the opportunity to take algebra in junior high school. The rest were tracked into
general mathematics until they reached high school, far too late to qualify for the
magnet program there-—or the upper-level courses—that would have allowed them
to catch up in the quest for knowledge.

School pathways locking in inequality can be found in most districts today, as
high-quahty education is rationed to a relative few. It can also be found in the ways
that students of different racial and socioeconomic groups who attend elementary
schoals of differing quality are slotted into distinctive tracks when they reach larger,
more “Integrated” middie and high schools. The tracks typically reinforce segrega-

tion by race and class.
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Tracking and Language Background

An additional form of tracking that reduces access to knowledge Las occurred
45 schools serve a growing number of new English language learners (FLLs). Many
schools engage in the common practice of segregating students in what has some-
dmes been called the “ELL ghetto”—a sequence of courses for English langnage
|earners that keeps them together for multiple years in classes that do not enable them
to complete prerequisites for higher tracks or college. This clustering of students is a
well-intentioned alternative to the extreme “immersion” strategy that often throws
imrigrant students 1nto regular classes with no language supports at all, where many
fail and give up.Yet 1t creates other problems when students discover at the end of
high school that all of their ESL courses have failed to qualify them for college.

The learning opportunities created for English language learners in the United
States are highly variable. As Laurie Olson describes of California schools in Made

in America,

Most high schools offer two types of classes to LEP (limited English proficient) stu-
dents: English as a second language and selected electives in the mainstream taught
in English, such as physical education or music. Beyond the rtwo common elements,
schools vary widely in the program they offer to LEP students. . .. One common pat-
ern is of a parmal program: a few classes available, sprinkled throughout all the core
sabject areas. There are insufficient class slots to accommodate all LEP students who
need all the core content ciasses. And so, some LEP students receive a short schedule
of classes. The remainder of the school day is spent in study halls, additional elective

courses, or classes that they cannot comprehend in which they . .. sink or swim.'%®

The quality of staffing is also variable, with teacher assignment to LEP classes
a “highly political issue” that is resolved through seniority and clout within the
faculty hierarchy, as such courses are often considered undesirable assignments by
most teachers, both because of the students and the lack of materials and training
needed to meet their needs.!™ “Sheltered” courses, taught using methods to make
content accessible to Enghsh language learners, are viewed by many as a desirable
solution, but they require the resource of trained teachers and linguisticaily ap-
propriate materizals; hence, most schools do not offer a full menu of such courses
to their students, and many students do not get the academic courses, the language
Instruction, or the trained teachers they need.

Finally, and not a minor point, cross-school segregation and within-school
tracking reduce the extent to which different kinds of students have the opportunity
to interact with one another and gain access to multiple perspectives. In Democracy
and Education, John Dewey noted that “a democracy is more than a form of govern-

ment; it Is primarily a mode of associated living.”*% He stressed the importance of
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creating circumnstances in which people share a growing number of interests ang

participate in a growing number of associations with other groups, noting that,

in order to have a large number of values in common, all the members of the
group must have an equitable opportunity to receive and to take from others.
There must be a large variety of shared undertakings and experiences. Otherwise,
the influences which educate some into masters educate others into slaves. And the
experience of each party loses in meaning, when the free interchange of varying
modes of life experiences is arrested.'®”

In this respect, too, separate schools and tracks undermine democracy by seg-
regating students by race, Janguage, and social class, and by encouraging silence
and separation where communication and connections are needed. These practices
heighten divisions among groups and prevent many young people from becoming
active social participants in the life of their school—and later in the broader com-
munity where, ultimately, we must all learn to work and live together.

DYSFUNCTIONAL LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS

Many of these practices are inherited from a century ago, and our systern has not vet
managed to transform itself. Like manufacturing industries that have struggled and gone
under in recent decades, modern schools were designed at the turn of the last century as
highly bureaucratic organizations—divided into grade levels and subject matter depart-
ments, separate tracks, programs, and auxiliary services—each managed separately and
run by carefully specified procedures engineered to yield standard products.

The school structure created to implement the predominant conception of
teaching and learning as the transmussion of predetermined bits of information
was designed to be impersonal. With the advice of scientific managers in the early
1900s, the United States adopted the Prussian age-grading system and developed
the “platoon system” for moving students along a conveyer belt from teacher to
teacher, grade to grade, and class period to class period, to be stammped with a les-
son before they pass on to the next. Theyv have httle opportunity to become well
known over a sustained period of time by any adults who can consider them as
whole people or as developing intellecrs. Secondary school teachers may see 150
students or more each day—-currently more than 200 in Los Angeles—precluded
by this structure from coming to know most students well.

U.S. teachers also work in isolation from one another with little time to plan
with others or share their knowledge. In the factory conception of the school, n

which practice is made routine, there is httle need for professional expertise or

teacher collaboration to develop curriculum and solve problems of practice. Stu-
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nterests ang too, work alone and passively, listening to lectures and memorizing facts and

3 lents,

ng that, jl;zrithrm at separate desks in independent seatwork. Rarely will teachers have

s of the rh::? oppOTtUILLY €O work with any grouprof s_tudents for longer tk-la_?jl that_ daily 45-
others. minute period or for more than a year of their school careers. This is an important

Terwise, difference from many HEuropean and Asian schools where teachers often stay with

\nd the their students for more than 1 year and may teach them multiple subjects, even at

varying the high school level'"® These strategies help them to know their students well

enough to teach them effectively. Students in typical U.S. schools see nearly twice as
many teachers over the course of their careers as those in many other countries,

lcy by seg- Close connections between students and their teachers are most markedly ab-
sent in the large urban schools most low-income students of color attend. These
schools are run like huge warehouses, housing 3,000 or more students in an organi-

ng silence

€ practices

becom.ing zation focused substantially on the control of behavior rather than the development
ader com- of community. With a locker as their only stable point of contact, young people
cycle through a series of seven to nine overloaded teachers and rarely get to see
the school counselor who struggles to serve the “personal needs” of hundreds of
students. In this setting, students struggling to find connections have little to con-
nect to. Heavily stratified within, and substantially dehumanized throughout, most
students are likely to experience such high schools as noncaring, even adversarial
45 not yet environments where “getting over” becomes important when “being known” is
and gone impossible. Students perceive that the system is structured for not caring. A New
Fentury as York city dropout from a large, comprehensive high school described his experi-
ordepare- ence this way: “At one time school was important to me. [ liked getting good grades
ately and and making my parents proud of me. (But in high school) I never felt part of the
_ school. It didn't make no difference if I was there or not. The teachers just threw me
P tlor{ of aside, probably because I was Spanish. I felt like I was being ignored, like T wasn't
Tmation important.” Another dropout offered this sophisticated analysis of the problem:
the early
veloped ‘ I had passing grades when I decided to drop out, but nobody tried to stop me.
acher to Nobody cared. ... None of the counselors paid any attention to me. The only time
th a les- I ever saw the principal was when [ got sent to him, which I never stayed around
me well for. The individual classes were too big for students to learn. Students should have
them as longer exposure to individual teachers. If students could have the same subject
see 150 teachers throughout their high school careers, this would allow teachers to get to
ccluded know students better. . . . No high _school should have m(-)re than four hundred
students max and all on one foor. Who needs seven floors in a school?!!
to plan A California high school student put it more succinctly: “This place hurts my
100l, in spirit.”**? An administrator in the same school voiced the poignant dilemma of car-
“tse or ' ing educators caught in the squeeze between mandates and children: “Yes, my spirit
e Stu- is hurt, too, when I have to do things T don’t believe in”*" In this study in which
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teachers and students shared their views of schooling, the dilemma emerged in f3
relief. The researchers note:

Teachers perceive themselves to be very caring people who went into teaching to
give something to vouth. Teachers were initially shocked at the degree to which
students felt adults inside schools did not care for them. Teachers struggled as they
read student comuments, trying to articulate how their attention had been focused
away from students. Teachers felt they were pressured to cover the curriculum, meet
bureaucratic demands and asked to do too many activities unrelated to the students
it their classrooms. Thete is lttle time in the day to actually relate with students.
Teachers and others felt the size of their classes and numbers of students they saw
each day, particularly in middle and high schools, made it difficult to care.”*

When teachers have little opportunity to come to know their students well, and
students have little opportunity to relate to any adult in the school on an extended,
personal level, it should not be surprising that factory model high schools create
virtual chasms of the cracks into which students can fall. It is not unusual for such
schools to graduate fewer than halt of the students who enter them.

As concerns about the outcomes of urban comprehensive high schools have inten-
sified, initiatives to launch small schools and small learning commuruties within large
buildings have been launched. These efforts are built upon long-standing studies which
have found that, other things equal, smaller schools appear to produce higher achieve-
ment, lower dropout rates, lower rates of violence and vandalism, more positive feelings
about self and school, and more participation in school activities.!”® In New York, Chi-
cago, Philadelphia, and elsewhere, initiatives to create small, personalized urban schools
have been able to produce higher achievement and substantially better graduation and
college-going rates for low-income students of color and recent irnmigrants.'!®

Although a “small schools movement” has been under way since the 1990s,
spurred by major philanthropic investments such as the Annenberg Challenge and
the efforts of the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, there have been considerable
difficulties in lassoing the political will, financial support, and professional expertise
to develop high-quality new-model schools in all the places they are needed. Long-
term funding for such initiatives has been difficult to secure. Communities have
ditticulty changing their images of what high school means and how it should look.
Reeflexave responses to violence in schools often lead to investments in metal detec-
tors and security guards rather than more personalized environments with effective
human touch points for youth. More affluent parents continue to want their students
cordoned off in special tracks. School officials struggle to find teachers and school
leaders who can create these environments and the rich curriculum that is needed
within them. Policies often create a hostile environment for school modeis that devi-

ate from traditional structures that mountains of regulations have held in place.
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. The Anatomy of Inequality .

R esearch suggests that successtul new models of schooling require strong teach-
ing faculties who work in organizational structures that create more coherence and
L communal” orientation, in which staff see themselves as part of a family and

© work together to create a caring environment. These schools reduce curriculum

differentiation and tracking, increase instructional authenticiry and rigor, and en-

hance the extent to which students are well known by adults through systems such

17 Smaller schools may provide the opportunity

' for important educational conditions such as stronger relationships, greater student
* involvement, and greater academic press, but they do not, by themselves, guarantee
: that those conditions will exast.

At the end of the day, both staff and structures need to support student learning.
Beyond all of these tangible elements of successful schooling, young people have to

" pelieve that they can succeed in order to put forth the effort to do so. This means
" addressing the negative psychologies that an unequal and highly racialized society

has often constructed for both teachers and students. For example, dozens of studies
have found that teachers typically hold more negative attitudes about Black chil-
dren’s personality traits, ability, language, behavior, and potential than they do about
White children, and that most Black students have fewer favorable interactions with
their teachers than White students.’*® Studies have also found that children of color
are more likely to be treated differently in the classroom—neither pushed academi-
cally nor praised as much as White students—and more often punished for offenses
that White students commit without consequence; they are also more likely to be
suspended from school than Whites who commit the same infractions.'"

Young people are very observant. They note these patterns, and they under-
stand when they have been identfied as not deserving a high-quality, humane
education. It is little wonder that in settings hke these, students of color may come
to doubt their academic ability and distrust the school, ultimately rejecting what it
has to offer.' The psychology of doubt about academic abihity has been found to
exert measurable negative effects on achievement. People who think that ability is
innate rather than developed with effort are less efficacious and less able to rebound
from difficulties.”™ Furthermore, in dozens of experimental studies, researchers have

- found that students of all ages perform more poorly under conditions of “stereo-

type threat,” when expectations are low and when stereotypes abour their group’s
expected performance are triggered.*” The good news is that, when these triggers
are exphcitly removed, achieverment is found to be much higher.

Thus, overcoming inequality will require not only equalizing tangible
resources, but also dealing with educators’ views and behaviors, developing en-
vironments with scrong supports and high expectations, and helping students
reconceptualize their possibilities and responsibilites, so that they can commit to
themselves and their learning.




