Closing EIDUIEATIO NN

Achievement Gaps

o 2 Not Just About Facts

i Marge Scherer

3 The Threat of Stereotype

Joshua Aronson

8 With Boys and Girls in Mind
Michael Gurian and Kathy Stevens

X

14 Confronting the Racism of Low Expectation
| Julie Landsman

L 19 A Call for Universal Preschool
g, Rosa A. Smith

21 The Achievement Gap: A Broader Picture
Richard Rothstein

29 A Game without Winners
W. James Popham

30 The HighiSchool/College Disconnect
Michael W. Kirst

Jad 39 Building Bridges to College

Patricia Gandara

40 Why Do Students Drop Advanced Mathematics?

Ilana Horn




Perspectives

Not Just About Facts

“Reality is not about facts, but about the relation-
ship of facts to one another,” writes Ronald Steel,
biographer of the syndicated columnist Walter
Lippmann (1986, p. 158). Stcel was talking about
how difficult it was 1o sift through facts in order
to write his biography of a complex personality,
He was also explaining a tenct of Lippmann’s
book, Public Opinion—that there are many sides
to a*fact,”

One fact about our most important challenge in
cducation—closing achievement gaps—seems o
be clear: In the United States, blacks and
Hispanics significantly teail whites and Asians on
standardized achievement tests. Morcover,
achievement gaps abound in ather countries a5
well. As Richard Rothsiein notes, class back-
grounds influence relative student achievement
everywhere (2004),

Meanwhile, public opinion about “the facts™
varies widely, Depending on your point of view,
you may believe that achievement gaps are
inevitable, narrowing, widening, or are being
correctly or incorrectly addressed and measured.
You may believe that the principal cause for
disparities in achievement scores is poverty, or
you may believe that the effects of poverty can be
overcome by higher expectations and academic
standards. You may place responsibility on
students and their families for their atitudes
toward achievement at school, or vou may think
bliming students and their families reflects under-
Iving racism. You may believe that policymakers
and society as # whole need to address the
achievement gaps, or you may think that schools
must take the lead in raising achievement for all
students, And, according to the authors in this
issue of Fducational Leadersbip, your reasoning
would be right, but incomplete.

1f any challenge ever demanded looking at the
relationships among facts for a solution, closing
achievement gaps does. Four of our authors in
particular make the case for thinking complexly
about this problem.

Paul E. Barton (p. 8) lists 14 factors that
rescarch identifies as correlating with student
achievement. From birth weight to television
wittching, from student mobility to parent avail-
ability, eight of the factors identified are outside-
school conditions. Six of the factors—curriculum
rigor, teacher preparation, school safety, class
size, teacher experience, and access to tech-
nology—are school variables. *Closing the gap
must be more than a one-front operation,” Banon
tells us,

Richard Rothstein (p. 40) also insists that fixing
failing schools is not sufficient; we must also
furnish children with better health care and

increase low-income families’ access to stable
housing. Among the school-based solutions he ,
advocates are investing in early childhood

programs and expanding after-school and summer
programs that provide enriched leaming experi-

ences. He writes:

To date there have been few expeniments o test
the relative benefits of these altermative sirategics,
particularly hecause people are so wedded to the
notion that school reform alone s sufficient. But
we could easily design experiments of this sort,
and we should make them a priority.

W, James Popham (p. 46) suggests another
priority—that educators attiin a better grasp on
the appropriateness of tests being given (o
students. Using a suitable achievement test—an
instructionally supportive one—Is essential. He
writes;:

If we referred to the gaps we're trving to reduce
s test score gaps rather than achicvement gaps,
people might become more aware of the inappro-
priateness of using test scores as the sole bench-
mark for student achicvement.

Joshua Aranson (p. 14) offers psychological
insight about the factors that relate to intellecnul
performance. His fascinating studies about rests
and anxiety reveal that we are all vulnerable w
stereotype threat, Providing students with the
encouragement and the security to believe in
their own ability to learn are the powerful (but
not magic) gap closers within every educator’s
RSP

All issues of Educational Leadership look at a
challenge through multiple lenses. This chal-
lenge—closing achievement gaps—demands
action on multiple fronts, ASCD's statement on
closing achievement gaps (p, 94) is one step in
that direction. Another most important step is
vour effort to see beyond the simplistic facts of
the achievement gaps to the complex task of
reaching all vour students.
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e Threat of

Joshua Aronson

ot long ago, 1 was asked to
explain why Jews were 50
rich. I had just accepted an
offer to be assistant
professor at u large univer
sity, and my wife and I, hunting for our
new home, were in a restaurant having
lunch with the realtor. *1 mean i," the
realtor saikd, “Do you people have some
genetic thing that makes you good ot
making money?” She explained that in
her experience, her Jewish clients had
the biggest houses and the nicest cars
I bristled. “What do yon mean? That's a
wom-out stercotype. My wile and | are
not rich, and we're Jewish .. 7
procecded 1o give her a brief anti-
stereotyping primer to which she
responded with interest. | was reis
sured.

A few moments later, however, |
faced a predicament. The bill for lunch
arrived and, unfamiliar with realior
client etiquente, 1 considered picking up
the tab. Then it hit me: U 1 do, it will
support the stereotype that | just tried
1o debunk. But then, almost immedi
ately, | had another thought: IFT don's
offer to pick up the tab, maybe she'll
consider that other, more negative
stercotype about Jews—that we're all
stingy. | was stuck

In the months following the
September 11 attacks, it was common
for Muslim cabdrivers in New York City
to display L 5. flags in their cabs; some
even posted signs declaring, [ am not a
terrarist! or Prowd to be an American!
1 asked my driver one day why he had
put up his sign. “Since the World Trade

To close the achievement gap, we must address

negative stereotypes that suppress student achievement.

Center,” he sald, “vibrations arc awiful;
tips are very bad, Things arc better with
the sign.”

The cabdriver's uncasiness following
September 11 and my predicament
with the realtor are common
phenomena that arise when humans

interact across cultural or racial divides.

Few people enjoy being reduced toa
stereotype, especially when the stereo-
type has negative associations, so we
often change our hehavior to avoid
heing viewed and treated as though the
slcreotype were true. In many cascs,
the stukes of confirming a stereotype
are low, as with my realtor. But for the
ciabdriver, both his psychological well
being and his livelihood were threat-
encd by people looking at him and
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thinking Aral ferrorist.

During the last decade, 1 have studied
how people cope with unilattering
stercotypes about their groups, focusing
on those stereotypes that allege intellee-
tual infedority and on the students who
have to deal with those stercotypes
Fellow researcher Claude Steele and 1
named this predicament stereofye
threat, We have found that stereotype
threat and the responses it elicits can
play a powerful role in the refatively
poor achicvement of cortain students—
African Americans, Latinos, and girls in
math-orented domains. We have found
that understanding stereotype threat has
the potential 1o help educators narmow
persistent achievement gaps.

Data on college performance initkally



drew us to the topic. The data were
clear and consistent from study 1o
study—anid they frustmted nearly all the
arguments about genetics or early-
developed skills being the sole determi-
nants of differences in performance
between black and white students, The
data showed that even when students
arrived at college with similar skills and
preparation (as measurcd by grades and
SAT scores), black students fared worse
than white students did, As many
studies have since shown, even when
students start out matched—in terms of
parental income and education and the
quality of schools the students
attended—a significant achievement
gap remains between black and white
students (Jencks & Phillips, 1998;
Massey, Charles, Lundy, & Fischer,
2003), something clse was suppressing
the achievement of these college
students—something not related w
their intellipence and skills. Our hunch
wils that this “something clse™ was
rooted in the cultural stereotypes of
intellectual inferlority that these
students so frequentty complained

about

Unnerving Expectations

By the age of 6, virtually evervone in
our culoure is aware of a varety of
culturl stereotypes. Mere familiarity
with their content is enough to hins
people’s perceptions and treatment of
individuals from stercotyped groups
{Devine, 1989). Morcover, opinion polls
suggest that the stereotypes are widely
believed. About half of white Americans
cndorse common stereolypes about
blacks and Latinos, which, among other

e
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images, portray them as uninrelligent
(Smiith, 19903, It has long been Known
that stereotypes—the pictures in the
head thar simplify our thinking about
ather people—produce expectations
about what people are like and how
they will behave. We also know that
such expectations on the part of a

teacher can influence the performnce
of his or her students (Rosenthal, 2002;

Weinstein, 2002) and that the black-
white achievement gap may in part

result from the differential treatment
that black students receive in school

Arwmridirinm dob SOprpviCink

(Ferguson, 1998).

Our focus, however, was 10 look at
the situation through the eyves of the
students on the receiving end of these
negative expectations. Research indi-
cares that African Americans are well
aware of their group's negalive reputa-
tion. Indeed, some research suggests o
tendency for African Amercans to be
hyperaware of the negative expecti
tions about their group and o consider:
ably overestimate the extent to which
the mainstream sees them as less intelli-
gent and more Hkely to comnit Crimes
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and live off welfire (Sigelman & Tuch,
19973, Thus, when black students are in
an evaluative situation—Dbeing called on
in class, for example, or king a vest—
they experience an additional degree of
risk not experienced by nonstercotyped
students. The very real possibality looms
that they will confirm the stercotype’s
unflattering allegations of inferorty, in
the eyes of others and perhaps in their
own cyes as well

From hundreds of interviews that 1've
conducted with black college students,
it's clear thar many befieve that the
stereotype places them in situstions
freighted with unnerving expectations.,
Some report feeling a sense of unfiir-
ness, that there will be less patience for
their mistakes than for white students’
mistakes, and that their failure will be
seen as evidence of an unalterable limi-
tation rather than as the result of a bad
day. Others report worrving that the
stereotype might be true or that their
poor performance will reflect badly on
other members of their group, Such
feelings can make black students more
apprehensive than white studenis aboul
being evaluated and about the prospect
of failure. They will often begin 1o ques-
tion whether they truly belong in an
arena that prizes academic wlent.

This is bad news, given the ubiquity
of social stereotypes and the fact that
they are notoriously resistant to change.
But there is also good news: Stereotype
threat §s pantly situational; it varies in
intensity as a function of social climate
and of students’ perceptions about their
own goals and abilities.

Test Stress
Our research began with the simple
hypothesis that stercotype threat makes
students anxious, which in turn can
depress their performance on such chal
lenging tasks as tests. We decided that if
we could reduce students” apprehen:
sion about confirming the stereotype,
then we could reduce their anxiety and
boost their performance

We tested this reasoning with a
number of simple experiments (Seele
& Aronson, 1995). In our first experi-
ment, we had African American and
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white college students take a chal
lenging standardized verbal test. In the
control condition of the experiment. we
presented the test in the standand
waty—is 4 measure of intellectual ability
and preparation. In the experimental
condition, we sought to reduce stereo-
type threat by removing the relevance
of the stereotype. We told our test
takers that we were not interested in
using the test to measure their ability,

motivation. And stereotype threat
appears o threaten all these things al
once (Aronson & Steele, 2005)

Since the publication of our initial
report a decude ago, nearly 100 studics
on stereotype threat have been con-
ducted, bath by us and by researchers
around the world, showing that sterco-
type threart is a significant factor in the
achievement gap (Massey et al., 2003),
These studies shed considerable light on

Human intellectual performance is far more fragile

than we customarily think; it can rise and fall

depending on the social context.

we only winted o use it o examine the
psychology of verbal problem solving.
This was the only difference between
the two conditions of the experiment
The test was the same, the students
were equally talented, and students
were allotted the same amount of time
to complete the test, When we looked
it student performance, the results
surprised cven us.

On the test that we presented in a
nonevaluative manner, the black
students solved, on avemge, twice as
many items as on the rest that we
presented in the standand way. The
manner in which we presented the test
had no effect whatsocver on the white
students. In another set of studies, we
found that merely asking students 1o
indicate their mce on a demographic
questionnaire prior to starting the test
had a similarly debilitating effect on
black students. When they thought we
were interested in their race, their test
scores plunged.

I've come to believe that human intcl-
lectual performance is far more fragile
than we customrily think: it cin rise
and fall depending on the social
context, As rescarch is showing, condi-
tions that threaten basic motives—such
as our sense of competence, our fecl-
ings of belonging, and our trust in
people around us—can dramatically
influence our intellectual capacitics and

2004

how stereotypes suppress the perfor-
mance, motivation, and learming of
students who have o contend with
them, and they suggest what educators
can do o help (Aronson & steche,
204053

Everyone Is Vulnerable

One thing is clear from the studies on
test performance: Stercotype threat
does not prompt test tkers to give up
or try less, If anything, stereotype threat
makes people ry harder on tests. This
increased level of effort and anxicety
reflects an “I'll show you®™ response
aimed at invalidating the stereotype
Such a reflex can be advantageous in
struations requiring brote effort. Indeed,
stereotype threat can actually boost
performance on easy or welkleamed
tasks in which additional effort pays off
(0 Brien & Crancdall, 200%)

But on difficult standardized tests—as
with brain surgery or chess—relaxed
concentration Is optimal: anything that
compounds performance pressure is
likely to be a handicap. The data from
our studies strongly suggest that this
extra motivation on the part of test
takers reflects the desire to disprove the
Negative stercotype or, at least,
deflect it from bring sclf<charmcteristic,
as in the calwdriver’s £ am not a
terrvorist sign. Thus, poor test perfor
mance does not necessarily reflect a



lack of effort, but rather the Tragility of
intelleciual performance. Indeed, the
rescarch shows that students who are
most vulpermble o stereotype threat are
those who care the most ol who are
most decply invested in high perfor-
mance (Aronson et al., 1999), a fact that
contributes o the poor predictive value
ool stancardized wsts, In theory, these
tests should add points for dedication,
not subtract them

Evervone is vulnerable o stereotvpe
threat. Studies show similar ¢ffects for
women on math wesis, Latinos on verbal
tests, and elderly individuals (who face
'[h(_' 1 g Iil\ I‘N.' 1I|'H it I'H A T ll"ln':i on
tests of shon-term memory; But even
groups who carry no historical stigma
of inferiority can he impaired if one
arranges the sitnation o their disadvan
tage. My colleagues and T [ound that
white male engineering students (with
astronomical SAT math scores)
performed significantly worse on 2 diffi-
el math test when swe told them that
their performance would help us under-
stand Asinns’ mathematical superoniy
(Aronson et al., 19993, The rather
unusinl situation that we imposed on

these students—a direct oo MM pArSOn

with a supposcdly sSuperion grodp-—is
nol unusil for blacks and Latinos, They
contend daily with this sort of implied
comparison in most integrated
academic sewtings. The fet that such
undeniably st and accomplished
students as those in our experiment
underperformed on a test when faced
with a stereotype should make us think
pwice about casually assuming that the
low performance of blacks and Latinos

reflects a lack of ability. Insteacd, we

need to appreciate the power of the
circumstances that these students fuce

Students are vulnerable (o stereo-
types as carly as 6th grde, an age when
children become concerned with
otliers’ evaluations, comprehend that
the world at lurge has negative expecti:
tons for certain groups, and form their
potions abour intelleciual ability. Chil-
dren who are exposed 1o more preju
dice or who are more advanced in their
thinking about stereotypes and intellec-
tual abilities will become vulneralbile
earlier

Early adolescence is a cracial period
for students, partly because students are
deciding who they are, what they are
good at, and what they want to be. For

the first time, they ger o make choices
that will determine their long-range
education rajectories. To the extent
that students avoid challenge when
given the opporunity—by selecting
casier courses, for example—they rob
themselves of opportunities o expand
their skills and ntelligence. The studies
revenl a significant tendency among
minority students to avold challenge
when they are being evaluated, When
given i chodce of problems ranging in
ditficulty, they generally select easy,
successensuring tasks (Aronson &
Good, 2002). One of the most perni-
clous effects of stepeotype threat is thar
it creates an atmosphere in w hich
fooking smart is more important than
gerting sman.

How Educators Can Help
Educators can numninmize stereotype
threat. When we do this, we see
student scores, motivation, and enjoy
ment of the education process saar. For
example, conperative classroom struc-
tures in which students work interde.
pendently typically produce immediate
and dramutic gins in minoty students’
grades, test scores, and engagement
because such environments reduce
competition. distrust, and stereotyping
among students (Aronson & Pamnoc,
1997),

Studies also indicate the benefits of
teiching students o conceptualize their
intellectual abilities as expandable
rather than hxed. Stereatypes impose
on students the notion that their diffi-
culties reflect an unalerahle limitation,
i bell curve view of abilities that says
tuil sommie people are born smart and
others dumb. When we teach students
to recomsider the nature of intelligence,
to think of their minds as muscles that
get strengthened and expanded—
smrarfer—with hard work, we find that
their negative responses o stereolype
threat diminish.

I one bormatory study with college
studenis, teaching a malleable view of
intelligence dramatically boosted the
students” est scores on a difficult stan-
dardized test (Aronson, 2004). In
another study. it significantly hoosted
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stuclents” enjovment of school and their
resulting yearend grade point avemges
(Aronson, Fried, & Good, 20023, Ina
third study that ested this approach,
poor minority students in o midddle
school showed dramatic improvement
on their statewide standardized west
scores (Good, Aronson, & Inelicht,
200%). Stereotype threat can be over-
come with the proper mind-set abow
the nature of ability, and this mind-set
can be tught (Dweck, 19499)

Studies also show the value of simply
teaching students about stercotype
threat. Learming thar their teso anxiery
results froom @ Commaon response
stercotyping helps students interprot
their struggles in a less pejorative and
anxicty-producing way and resulis in
higher test scores (Aronson & Willlams,
2004; Johns & Schmader, 200040, Simi-
larly, expostng minority students o role
models who have Inuluphul VT
similar academic stroggles with hard
wirk and persistence narkedly improve
the students’ study habits, grades, anid
lest sCores,

No Child Left Behind, as currently
implemented in many schools, maxi
milges some clements of stercotype
threat. The single-minded emphasis on
thie frig fest, the cnd-ofyear evaluation
used o judge the guality of students,
teachers, schools, and districts—all of
whom will be duly rewarded or
punishéed for the outcome —adds pres
sure for students already disadvantaged
by tests, Worse, it threatens an already
tenuous sense of belonging by creating
a belief that the school views certain
students as weak lnks i the chain and
might prefer it if they weren't around to
lower the school's test sCore avernge.
such stigmatization and threals o
belonging can have devastating cifects
on achievement (Aronson & Steele,
2005, Wong, Eccles, & Samerofl, 2005).
Thus, for many minority students, No
Child Left Behind is programmed 1o
backfire. Not surprisingly, many states
Iave wilnessed o rise in die pout rates
among disadvantaged minorites since
the law went into effect. Research
makes it clear that i we are serious
about narrowing the minority-white

Students who are most
vulnerable to stereotype
threat are those who care

the most and who are

most deeply invested in

high performance.

achievement gap, we'll need o pay
much greater attention o the social and
pavehological implications ol our paoli-

cies,

The Big Picture
A cavear: H. L Mencken wisely pointed
out that “for every problem, there is a
solution that is simple, neal—and
wrong.” Atending only 1o stereorype
threat—aor W any single Betor—will
never clise the achievement gap. Much
public discourse surrounding the
achievement g tends twward the
varety wentificd by Moncken: oo
simple to be rght or broadly helpful,

For example, vanous researchers and
commentators have looked at the four
year resding gap between Afncan Amer-
ican high school studenis and their
white counterpans (National Center for
Education Statdstics, 20000, They =ee
poor, troubled, uneducated black fumi-
lics as the sole culprits in black
stucdents” lageing st scores and grdes
{(Farkas, 2004; Wax, 2004). According (o
them, the problem begins and ends in
the home where, owing o their lack of
education, parents lail o provide the
kind of intellectual stimulation needed
1o put their children on an equal footing
with their white, better-off peers. Black
pirents don't tlk enough to their Kids,
don't use enough complex vocabulary,
or don't read enough hooks, these
commentators” logic goes, and this intel-
lectually impovernshed environment
croites a skill defici that starts black
children behind and Keeps them behind
throughout their school years

This analysis isn't flat-out swrong: it's
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just incomplete. Early skill differences
do contribute greatly to the achieve-
ment gap, but they do not account for
il of it (Jencks & Phillips, 1998),
Focusing solely on the preschool vears
Ignores the tmnsformarive power of
schools, teachers, and peers in either
muagnifying or remedying these carly
deficis. Such an emphasis disregands
the fact that given ample funding.
expertise, and freediom, schools can
eliminate the gap, And by blaming
parents, we absolve policymakers of
their responsibility (o give schools the
support they need o provide students
with the schooling they deserve.

IF we are serious about closing
achievement gaps, we will have to
move beyond the simplistic rhetoric of
“It's the Gomily,” or “It's the schools,” or
"It's poverty —ar “IE's stereotyping.,”
for that matter. Serious analyses make it
clear that all of these factors matter,
Unless we learn to think complexly
about the problem, then surely we will
continue to @il our big test, which is to
find a way for all children o thrive in
school. @
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With Boys and

Girls in Mind

Research on gender and education reveals a disconnect between teaching

practice and the needs of male and female brains.

Michael Gurian and Kathy Stevens

omething is awry in the way

our culture handles the educa:

tion needs of boys and girls. A

smart 11-vear-old boy gets low

grades in school, Hidgets and
drifis off in class, and doesn't do his
homework, A girl in middle school only
uses the computer (O instant-message
her friends; when it comes to mastering
more essential computer skills, she
defers to the boys in the class,

Is contemporiry education mali-
clously set against either males or
females? We don't think so. But strue-
trally and funcrionally, our schools Fail
to recogniee and Rlfll genderspecific
needs. As one teacher wrote,

For years | sensed that the girls and
bays in my clissrooms leamn in
gender-specific ways, but T didn't
know enough o help each smdent
reach full potential. | was trained in
the fdea thar each student is an inds-
vidual, But when | saw the PET scans
of boys' and girls' brains, | saw how
differently those brains are set up o
learn. This gave me the missing
component. 1 trained in male/female
brain differences and was able to
tesich cuch individual child. Now,
looking back. I'm amazed that
teachers were never tught the
differences berween how girls and
boys leam.

New positron emission tomography
(FET) and MRI technologies enahle us
to look inside the brains of boys and
girls, where we find structural and func-
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tional differences that profoundly affect
human learning. These gender differ-
ences in the brain are cormoborated in
miles and females throughout the world
and do not differ significantly across
cultres.

It's true that culture affects gender
role, gender costume, and gender
nuances—in Italy, for example, men cry
more than they do in England —but role,
costume, and nuance only affect some
aspects of the lewrning brain of a child
New brain imaging rechnologies
confirm that genetically templated brain

patterning by gender plays a far lirger
role than we realized, Rescarch into
gender and education reveals a
misnuitch between many of our boys'
and girls' learning brains and the institu-
tions empowered to weach our children,

We will bricfly explore some of the
differences; because recognizing these
differences can help us find solutions 1o
many of the challenges that we experi-
ence in the classroom. OF course, gener-
alized gender differences may not apply
in every cisec.

The Minds of Girls
The following are some of the charac-
teristics of girls' brins:

A girl’s corpus callosum (the
connecting bundle of tissues between
hemispheres) is, on average, larger than

a boy's—up 1o 25 percent larger by
adolescence, This enables more “cross
talk” between hemispheres in the
fermle brain

& Girls have, in general, stronger
neural connectors in their temporal
labes than bays have. These connectors
lead to more sensually detailed memory
storaye, better listening skills, and better
discrimination among the virious lones
of vaice. This leads, among other things,
to greater use of detadl in writing assign-
ments

m The hippocampus (another

memory storge area in the brain) is
larger in girls than in boys, increasing
girls' leaming advantage, especially in
the language ans,

m Girls’ prefrontal cortex is generally
more active than boys' and develops a
carlier ages. For this reason, girls tend to
make fewer impulsive decisions than
boys do, Further, girls have more sero-
tomin in the bloodstream and the brain,
which makes them biochemically less
Impulsive,

® Girls generally use more cortical
arcas of their brains for verbal and
emaotive functioning. Boys tend to use
maore cortical areas of the brain for
spatil and mechanical functioning
(Muoir & Jesscl, 1989; Rich, 2000).

These “girl” brain qualities are the tp
of the lceberg, ver they can immediately
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help teachers and parents understand
why girls generally outperform boys in
reading and writing from carly child-
hood throughout life (Conlin, 2003).
With more cortical areas devoted 1o
verbal functioning, sensual memory,
sitting still, listening, tonality, and
mental cross talk, the complexities of
reading and writing come casier, on the
whale, to the female brain. In addition,
the female brain experiences approxi-
mately 15 percent more blood flow,
with this flow located in more centers
of the brain 4t any given time (Marano,

Girls tend to multitask
better than boys, with

fewer attention span

problems.

2003}, The femile brodn tends to drive
itself powanrd stimulants—Hke reading
and writing—that involve complex
texture, tonality, and mental activity,

On the other hand, because so many
cortical arcas are used for verbal-
emotive functioning, the female brain
docs not activate as many cortical areas
as the male’s does for abstract and
physicalspatial functions, such as
watching and manipukiting objects tha
move through physical space and
undlerstanding abstrict mechanical
conce s (Moir & Jessel, 1989; Rich,
200HY). This is one reason for many girls'
discomforn with deep computer design
Linguage. Although some girls excel in
these areas, more males than females
gravitate toward physics, industrial engi-
neering, and architecture, Children
naturally gravitate towand activities that
their brains experience as pleasurable—
“pleasure” meaning in neural terms the
richest personal stimulation. Girls and
Boys, within cach neural web, tend 1o
experience the richest personal stimula-
ton somewhat differently.

The biological tendency toward
female verbalemotive functioning does



not mesn that girls or women should be
left out of Classes or careers that use
spatiil-mechanical skills, On the
contrary: We raise these issues to call
o our civilizirion o realize the
differing matures of girls and bovs and 1o
teach each subject according to low
the child’s brain needs to learn it. On
average, educators will need to provide
girls with extrn encourngement and
pender-specific strtegies 1o successiully
engage them in spatial abstracts,
including computer design

The Minds of Boys

Whr, then, are some of the gualitles
that are generally more characteristic of
bovs” brains?

& Because bovs' brains have more
cartlesl areas dedicated to spatial-
mechanical functioning, males usc, on
average, half the brain space that
females use for verbal-emotive func-

(A [81p]! Ill."‘
spatialmechanical functioning makes
many bovs want to move objects
through space, like balls, model

I'he cortical trend toward

airplanes, or just their arms and legs,
Must boys, although not all of them, will
experience words and feelings differ-
ently than girls do (Blum, 1997; Moir &
Jessel, 19897

m Bows nor only have less serotonin
than girls have. but they also have less
oxviodin, the primary human bonding
chemical, This makes it more likely thar
they will be physically impulsive and
less likely that they will neurally combat
thelr natural impulsiveness to sit still
and empathically char with a friend
(Muoir & Jessel, 1989, Taylor, 2002).

® Boys lateralize brain activity, Their
Brins ot only aperate with less blood
Now chan girls' brains, but they are also
structuied 1o ¢ u:-|11|:;|n|11c|u::ll',-_u
learming. Thus, girls tend o multitisk
better than boys do. with lewer atten-
ton spin problems and greater ability
to make quick transitions berween
lessons (Havers, 1995),

& The male brain is set to renew
recharge, and reorient itsell by entering
whar nearologists call o vest gfafe. The
By in the back of the classroom whose
eves are drifting toward sleep has

entercd 4 neusl rest state. I is predomi
nantly bovs who drift off without
completing assignments, who stop
taking notes and fall asleep during a
lecture, or who tap pencils or otherwise
fiddget in hopes of keeping themselves
awitke and learning, Pemales tend o
rechurge and reonent neural focus
without rest states, Thus, a girl can be
hored with a lesson, but she will
nonetheless keep her eves open. ke
notes, and perform relatively well. This
is especially true when the reacher uses
more words o teach a lesson instead of

being spatial and diagrammatic, The
more words a teacher uses, the more
LEely boys are Lo “zone out,” or go inte
rest state, The male brain is bemer
suited for symbals, abstrictions

diagrams, pletures, and objects moving
through space than for the monatony of
words (Gurian, 2001 ).

Ihese typlcal “boy™ qualities in the
hrain help illustrte why bovs generally
learn higher math and physics more
cisily than most girls do when those
subjects are mught absteactly on the
chalkboard; why more bovs than girls
Play video games that involve physical
movement and even physical destrue-
tion; and why more bovs than girls tend
to get in trouble for impulsiveness,
shows of boredom, and Adgcting as
well as for their more gencralized

inability o listen, fulfill assignments,
and lesim in the verbal-emotive world of
the mntemporary classroom

Who's Failing?

For o number ol decades, most of our
cultunil sensitivity to issues of gender
and learning came from advocacy
groups that pointed out wavs in which
girls strugpeled in school. When David
and Myra Sadker teamed with the Amer
ican Association of University Women
in the carly 19908, they found that girls
wiere not called on as much as bovs

were, espectilly in middle school; that
girls generally ligeed in math/science
testing: that bovs dominated athletics;
and that girls suffered drops in selt
esteem as they entered middle and high
sChool (AAUW, 1992). In large part
hecause of this advocacy, our culture is

attending to the issues that girls Gee in
cducation

Al the same time, most teachers,
parenis, and other professionals
involved in education know that it is
mainly our boys who underperform in
school. Since 1981, when the LS
Department of Education began
keeping complete statistics, we have
seen thut bovs lag behind girls in most
citegories. The 2000 National Assess
ment of Educational Progress finds boys
one and one-hall vears behind girls in
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reading/writing (National
Center for Education Stitis
tics, 200003, Girls are now only
negligibly behind bovs in
math and science, arcas in
which boyvs have historically
cutperformed girls (Conlin,
2003,

Chur bovs are now losing
frghtening ground in school,
and we must comi W terms
with it—not in a way that
robs girls, but in a way that
sustains our civilization and is
as powerful as the lobby we
have created o help girls.
The following statistics for
the United States illustrite
these concerns:

| Boys carn 70 percent of
I3 and Fsand fewer than half
of the As.

& Boys account for twir
thirds of learning disability
diagnoses,

m HBowvs represent SH)
percent of discipline referrals.

m Bovs dominate such
bratrerelated leaming disor-
diers as ADDYJADHD, with millions now
medicated in schools,

m 80 percent of high school dropouts
are male

m Males make up fewer than 40
percent of college students (Gurian,
20013,

These statistics hold true around the
waorld. The Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECLY)
recently released its three-vear study of
knowledge and skills of males and
females in 35 industrialized countries
{including the United States, Canada,
the European countries, Australia, and
Japan). Girls outperformed boys in
every country. The statistics that
brought the male scores down most
significantly were their reading/writing
sCores,

We have nearly closed the math/
science gender gap in education for
girls by using more verbal functioning—
reading and written analysis—tao teach
such spatial-mechanical subjects as
nuath, science, and computer scence

(Hubin, 2004; Somumers, 20000, We now
necd a new movement o alter cliss
rmoms 1o hetter suit boys' learning
pattemns if we are to deal with the gaps
in grades, discipling, and reading/
writing that threaten 1o close many boys
out of college and out of success in life,

The Nature-Based Approach

In 1996, the Gurian Institute, an orggani-
ation that administers training in child
development, education, and male/
female brain differences, coined the
phirase natire-based afproach o call
attention 1o the importance of basing
human atiaschment and education stratc-
gies an research-driven biological under-
standing of human leaming. We argued
that to broudly base edocation and other
social processes on anything other than
human nature was to set up both girls
and boys for unnecessary failure. The
instinute became especially interested in
mature-hased approaches o education
when PET scans and MRIs of boyvs and
girls revenled brains that were [rving 1o
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learn similar lessons but in
widelhv different wayvs and
with varying success
depending on the teaching
method used. It became
apparent that if reachers were
trained in the differences in
learning stvies between boys
and girls, they could
profoundly improve educa-
tion for all students

Berween 1998 and 20040, a
prilot program at the Univer-
sity of Missouri-Kansas City
involving gender training in
six school districts elicited
significant results. One school
involved in the training,
Edison Elementary, had previ-
ously tested at the bottom of
18 district elementary
schools, Following gender
trtining, it tested in the op
five slots, somelimes Coming
in first or second. Sttewide,
¢ Edison ouscored schools in
4 every subject area, sometimes
, dloubling and tripling the

number of students in top
achievement levels, Instead of the usual
large number of students at the bottom
end of achievement testing, Edison now
had vnly two students requiring state
mandated retesting. The school also
cxpoerenced a drastic reduction in disci-
pline prablems.

Statewide trining in Alabama has
resulied in improved perdormance for
bows in both academic and behavioral
arcas, Beaumant Middle School in
Lexington, Kentucky, trains its teachers
in male/female bruin differences and
teaches reading/writing, math, and
science in sepamiesex classrooms,
After one year of this gender-specific
experiment, girls” math and science
scores and boyvs” Scholastic Reading
Invenuory (SRI) scores rose significantly.

The Nature-Based Classroom
Ulimately, teacher training in how the
brain learns and how boys and girls
tend to leam differently creates the will
and intuition in teachers and schoals 1o
create namre-based classrooms (see



“Teaching Boys, Teaching Girls™ for
specific straregics). In an clementury
classroom designed to help boys learn,
tubles and chuirs are armnged to
provide ample space for each child 1o
spread out and claim leaming space,
Boys tend o need more physical
learning space than girls do. At a table, a
boy's materials will be less organized
and more widely dispersed. Best pruc-
tice would suggest having a variety of
seating options—some desks, some
tables, an exsy chair, and a rug area for
sitting or lving on the floor. Such a class:
room would allow for more movement
and noise than 2 raditonal clssmoom

Boys' language will be

richer in vocabulary and
more expansive when

they are engaged in a task.

out of the room and out of the school,

The assistant principal would chase him
and get him back into the building. The

boy licked the verbal-emotive abilities
to help him cope with his feelings.

When she found the boy outside, she
asked him 1o hounce the ball hack and
forth with her, Reluctant at first, the
oy started bouncing the ball. Before
long, he was talking, then sharing the
anger and frustrition thar he was expe
riencing at school and ar home. He
calmed down and went back (o class.
Within 4 week, the bov was able to selfi-
regulite his behavior enough to tell his
teacher that he needed to go 1o the
olffice, where he and the assistant prin-
cipal would do their “ball routine” and
talk. Because he wias doing something
spatial-mechanical, the boy was more
able to access hidden feelings

would. Even small amounts ol move-
ment can help some boys sty focused,

The reacher can use the blocks area
to help boys expand their verbal skills,
As the boys are building, a teacher

might ask them 1o describe
their buildings. Because of
greater blood flow in the
cerebellum—the “doing™
center of the human brain—
boys more casily verbalize
what they are doing than
what they are fecling. Their
language will be richer in
vocabuliry and more expan-
sivie whien they are engaged
in a task.

An clementairy classroom
designed 1o help girds learn
will provide lots of opportu-
nities for girls wo manipulate
objects, build, design, and
calculate, thus preparing
them for the more rigonous
spatial challenges that they
will face in higherdevel math
and science courses. These
classrooms will set up spatial
lessons in groups that
encourage discussion among
lcarners,

Boys and Feelings

An assistant principal at a
Tamypa, Florida, elementary
school shared a story of a boy
she called “the bolter.” The
little boy would regulardy
blow up in class, then bolt

After attending male/female brain
difference training, the assistant prin-
cipal decided o try @ new tctic. The
next time the boy bolted, she wok a
ball with her when she went after him,

Teaching Boys, Teaching Girls

For Elementary Boys

® Use beadwork and other manipulatives to promate fine
motor development. Boys are behind girls in this area when
they start school.

® Place books on sheives all around the room so bays get
used to their omnipresence.

m Make lessons experiential and kinesthetic.

m Keep verbal instructions to no more than one minute.

m Personalize the student’s desk, coat rack, and cubby to
increase his sense of attachment

m Use male mentors and role models, such as fathers,
grandfathers, or other male volunteers.

m Lat bays nurture one another through healthy aggression
and direct empathy.

For Elementary Girls

m Play physical games to promote gross motor skills. Girls
are behind boys in this area when they start school,

m Haye portable/digital cameras around and take pictures of
girls being successful at tasks

m Usewater and sand tables 1o promote science in a spatial
venue.

m Use lots of puzzies to foster perceptual learning.

m Form working groups and tearms to promote leadership
roles and negaotiation skills.

= Use manipulatives to teach math,

= Verbally encourage the hidden high energy of the quieter
girls.

Girls and Computers

The InterCept program in Colorado
Springs, Colormdo, is @ female-specific
teen mentorrining progeam thid

works with girls in gradles
8-12 who have been identi-
fiedd as a risk for school
failure, juvenile delinguency,
and teen pregnancy. Tnter
Copt stall members use their
knowledge of female brin
functioning to implement
progrm curriculum. Britany,
17, came 1o the InterCept
program with a multicude of
issues, many of them
involving at-risk behavior and
school Gilure,

One of the key components
of InterCept Is showing
teenage girls the importance
of becoming "tech-savvy.”
Girls use a computer-hased
program to consider future
occupations: They cin choose
a career, determine a salary,
decide how much education
or aining their chosen career
will reguire, and even use
income projections o design
their future litestyles. Brittany
guite lirerally found a future:
She is entering a ciarecr in
computer technology,

The Task Ahead
As educators, we've been
somewhat intimidated in

ASSOCIATION FOR SUPENVISION AND CURRICULUM Deverormext 25



recent years by the complex nature of
gender. Fortunately, we now have the
PET and MRI technologies to view the
brains of boys and girds, We pow have
the science o prove our intaition that
tells us that boys and girls doindeed
learn differently. And, even more
powerful, we have a number ol years of
successiul data that can help us effee
tively teach both bovs and girls.

The task before us is 1o more deeply

understand the gendered bruins of our
children. Then comes the practical
application, with its sense of purpose
and praductiviey, as we help cach
child learn from within his or her own

mind. @
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Confronting

the Racism of
Low Expectations

Racism in educators’ attitudes—and in bow students are placed

in advanced classes—still robs minority students of chances for success.

Julie Landsman

n an affluent suburb of New York

City, in the midst of Lirge back-

yarcds anid roses along stone walls

and the Kind of broken beaury |

have always loved from my own
childhood there, 3 black man sits at the
breakist table with his two sons, ages 7
and 9. He looks from one o the other
and, with great serousness and hope,
tells them they are spectacular boys. As
he does every moming, he tells them
they can do anything in this world,
dream any deeam. Then the boys finish
breakfast and go off to the nearby
clementary school.

The father has created this daily ritual
because he believes that his sons will
spend the next six 10 sevien hours being
given the opposite message. He is a rich
man and has worked in corporate
America most of his life, He loves this
part of New York and its excellent,
wellappointed schools. But he and his
family are raking a gamble living here
The cost is great, not just in weoms of
property taxes, but in terms of potential

damage 1o his sons’ psyches. As one of
oy twi Or three students of color in
cach of their clisses, these boys have a
pood chance of being abjects of
curiosity and condescension, or victims
of low expectations. Daily encourage
el is this father's way of countering
assumpiions that his sons are likely o
fuce in school: that they cannot di the
work assigned, that they do not come
from a functional family, and even—
wcked back in a teacher's subcon:
scious—that they are innately less intel-
Ligent than their white peers,

Racist Attitudes:

Subtle and Overt

1 have run into many parcms like this
man during the twio years since the
publication of my book, A White
Teacher Talks Aot Race, All over the
Unired States, from small towns to gated
suburhs 1o “innerring” distrcts o inner-
city schools, | have listened 1o parents,
teachers, adminktrators, and students
verify the truth of this father's observa
thoms. Principals have told me abom
teachers who say openly that black boys

TR FhnuravTindal DEdneediie/NOaveunes nnd

are impossible to work with because
they are hyperactive and uncontrol-
lable, These same teachers ignore the
behavior of white boys who act out.
Teachers have told me that they avoid
their faculiy lounge because the lk
behind closed doors is offensive Lo
them, full of negative assumptions
based on mce. One teacher told me it is
like “witnessing the chuances for kids
diminish right before your cyes,
Students in one St Paul, Minneso,
high school talked about a teacher who
asked the white kids in an advanced
placement class the tough questions but
tumed o the few black or Latino
students when she had an easy question
ihat “anvone coulkd answer,” When
confronted with this situation, the
teacher was stunned, She realized it was
true and admiteed, °1 just assumed vou
didn’'t know the answers, and 1 didn't
want 1o embarriss you " This assump-
tion —that black or Latino students
could not possibly know the answers 1o
deep or complex guestions—is at the
crux of the racism still embedded in
many teachers’ beliel systems. This



racism is so subtly expressed that
students often cannot put into words
what they clearly sense is wrong.

I saw racist attitudes come out in the
open when 1 taught a class in multicul-
tural education at a college in North-
field, Minnesota. A whirte student, doing
well in her junior year at this academi-
cally tough school, wrote in a final
papcer,

It is good | took this class from you,
because before 1 took it, T thoughr all
black people were stupid because
they let themselves be slaves

This intelligent young woman was
heading into the final year toward
armaining her reaching licensure. Yer
somehow she had nearly completed her
school carcer believing in the inmate
inferiority of a whole people

Unless educators face the facts that
these examples reveal, we will not be
able to change this broken system. |

believe that a true test of any country’s
maorality is whether it gives all children
a falr and cqual chance to achieve their
potential as human beings. The extent
to which a society s meeting this chal-
lenge is reflected in the way jts schools
track studenis—in the way giftedness
and intelligence are defined. How are
studenis chosen for advanced place-
ment Classes? Once they enroll in a class
for high-achieving students, are they
made w feel welcome or unwelcome?
Are they seen as potential leaders or
potential dropouts?

I have visited school districts that
claim to have dealt successfully with a
culturmlly diverse student body, But
when 1 visited their advanced place-
ment classes, or gilted services, or the
International Baccalaureate program, |
found mostly white students with a
sprinkling ol black, Latino, or Asian
American students, Whole corridors
hose these classes; thus whole corri-
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dors in the building are filled with white
kids going from AP History to AP
English to IB Math. The white youth go
through their day in a white ghetto in
the middle of an “integrated” school,

Recently, | spoke at a ceremony
inducting students into the National
Honor Society of an urban high school
in Minneapolis, Minnesota. Of 80 youth
being admitted to this privileged leader-
ship group, | counted five of color. Yet
approximately 60 percent of the
students ar the school were not white.
One teacher told me that the distribu-
tion was better than in past years, when
no students of color had been inducted.

Yet we know there are smar,
talented stadents of all races. T have
worked with gifted high school students
in programs for kids in trouble, and
with brilliamt gang members in alterna-
tive schools, Let me tell vou about a
teacher and his former student who
now goaround the Twin Cities
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speaking to cducation classes, This
student, whom [ will call Jamal, was
defiant, obstreperous, and difficult in
class. He came from a2 black family thar
many teachers openly dublbed 2
“problem family.” One day Jamal threat
ened his teacher, whom 1 will call Tony,
Jamal swore and stomped out of class
Tony, a white man, called the office,
reported the incident, and armanged to
meet with Jamal and the principal later
that day

At the meeting, Jamal was sullen,

rarely leoking Tony in the eye, The prin-

cipal asked Tony what he needed from
Jumal to allow him o return 1o class. At
this point the teacher looked directly
Into his student’s eyes and said, °I need
Jamal to be in my class for gifted

students, He is too smart for the class he

has been assigned to now.” This
response changed Jamal's lite, He came
1o the more advanced cliss and—with
the support of his teacher, his parents,
and the community—began to take
school seriously.

Rethinking Definitions

of “Gifted”

It is time to rethink how we define and,
accordingly, place students, I'm
disturbed by how teachers, even in
their own minds, classify students ac
young ages on meaningless grounds.
Students in my education clisses, most
of them white, told me that they could
tell by 2nd grade which students in
their schools were headed for college
and which were not, The kids they
branded as heading to college were
almost all white, All were wealthy or
middle-class,

Entrance into many top-track
programs in schools is subtly based on
acquaintance with certain authors,
certain ways of reasoning, and certain
ways of behaving. To be eligible for the
best education in this country, you
often have to have money, books in the
home, the desire and training to sit in
one place all day, and an acquaintance
with white middle-class and upperclass
cultural icons. The result is that whole
schools are full of smart African Amer-
ican boys, for instance, who have not
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madcle it into these programs. Teachers,
counselors, social workers, and princi
pals have determined that they are not
bright enough, or they have the wrong
attitudde, or they are from a dysfunc-
tional family and won't be able to get
the support they need at home

We must address the racism involved
in the process of sclecting students for
gifted education and for tracked
programs. Yet when confronted with
the lack of students of color in
advanced programs, many educators
struggle to find any ratiomide they can
other than the truth: The system that
sets up the hierarchy of intelligence
and excellence is racist

Steps for Change

Where do educators go from here? We
go 1o work for radical change. We need
to rethink our entrance requirements,
the way we teach, our expectations,
and our relationship to the communi-
ties that many of our students come
from, We are sure 1o mect resistance.
Some teachers in training tell me, “1
won't need to worry about all this stuff
because | will be teaching in white
schools.” They are missing the entire
point of anti-racism work, yet theirs is
not an unusoal attimde. [ have faced
audience resistnce o my message
during many presentations. But |
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believe that countering such resistance
and bringing about change is possible.
Joseph White and James H, Cones,
authors of Black Man Emerging
(1999, suggest that to confront and
combat mcism, people necd to change
their lives in three ways: by exploring
racism intellectually, by engaging in
dialogue, and by immersing themsclves
in an unfamiliar culture. [ believe we
also necd to work for change by
creating safe classroom environments
and committing ourselves (o activism.

Exploring the Issues Intellectually
Hducators necd to smody, go o confer-
ences, and voraciously read books
about racism and minority cultures. |
recommend meeting once a month in
small groups with 4 trained leader o
discuss selected books or listen to
speakers. A group called SEED (Seeding
Educational Equity and Diversity) has
developed a method for exploring
these issues through literature and self-
examination (Nelson & Wilson, 1998),
Reading and reflecting in small
groups helps us—particularly white
educators—open our minds and
examine assumptions and behaviors
that can do much harm. Do we ask the
black kids the easy questions without
realizing itf Do we refrain from calling
home when we are concerned about a
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Latino student because we assumae she
does not have a functional, lierate
family who can respond? How cian we
change our assumptions and practices?

Engaging in Dialogue

Teachers necd 1o meet with parents,
members of the community, students,
and colleagues 1o discuss mcism in our
schoals, our cities, and our states,
Through dialogue with our students and
their communities, we may find
ourselves looking at learning, coopera-

into their programs. | guamantee they
will find students wha do not feel
welcome, who do not envision them-
selves as “gifted kids” because they
believe that imtelligence and giftedness
are always defined in white rerms.
There is no end to the créative wiays
we can Dreak down Barriers hetween
minerity cultures and white educa-
tors—or break through white educa-
tars assumptions about minorities. For
example, parents of Aslan American
tmmigrant students and Afrcin Amer

Students of all races can model persistent and fearless

dialogue for us. Friendships, reconciliation, and

enlightenment come from their interactions.

tion, and achievement in a more
complex, interesting way. And when
the goding gets ough—when words ane
exchanged that hurt or are hard to
heur—we need o tike a break and then
b again, Stedents of all races talk
together like this all the tme. and they
can model persistent and leardess
diatogue for us, Friendships. reconcilia-
tion, und enlightenment Come from
their interactions.

When teachers meel and really tilk
with the Gumilics of their students—in
their homes, on their front porches, in
community mecting places—school can
also become a place where real
exchanges happen, where students feel
welcome in their clisses, and where
visitors from diverse neighborhoods feel
peeded and wanted, One principal in St
Paul has her teachers go out in pairs
every fall to visit her students” homes.
At first teachers were hesitant, but after
the first day of this work, they agreed
that it was the best way they could
spend their time. Parents tald the prin-
cipal that these visits made them feel
they were being listencd o and made
them feel more inclined 1w come into
the school.

Tt is doubly important that wachers ol

AP ¢lasses reach out to the communitics
of those students who reely make it

ican students in St Paul complained
that the gifted program in their city
schools used definitions of giftedness
that Fwvored students from middle-cliss,
white backgrounds, Instead of
dismissing their complaings. the distrct
admmmistration studied the issue. They
found that although spproximately 60
percent of students in the district were
students of calor, only 15 percent of the
students in gifted programs were
students of color, the rest were white.
The school adopted a new 1est for gift-
edness that did nin rely on verbal or
English language ability, but tested for
creative problem solving, divergent
thinking, and artistic talent. After this
change, the mcial composition of this
program came closer o district demo-
graphics.

Tmmersing Ourselves

fn Citbrer Cultiires

S0 many of us stick together. stay in our
neighborhoods, and mrely venture into
a synagogue if we are Christian or a
Kwanz celebration if we are white
The arca around Minncapolis-St.Panl has
the largest population of Hmong
students in the United Stares, and every
year i huge celebration for Hmong New
Year takes place in the Twin Citics.
Rarely do you see anyone but Hmong

families ar this celebration. Yer it is
essential for those of us who are in the
racial majority 1w go out of our comfort
zones and get a sense of what many of
our students go through every day.,

By immersing ourselves in another
culture, weachers also begin 1w perceive
the world in a new way. w understand
the intricacy of culiure and the
complexity of worldviews. As a result,
we mury ni longer define giftedness ina
simplistic. monoculiural way

Criating a Safe Environmmeni

As techers and administrators, we necid
1o muake sure that all students feel
protected inevery class they attend.
They need o know that someone is
keeping the emotional, imellectual, and
physical climate of thelr classroom safe,
and that if anyone engages in racist
comments, hurtful assumptions, or
name calling, the teacher will step in.

In some wivs, keeping our own
personal actions welcoming and
nonracist is the oughest part of this
task because it has o do with how we
think and react instinctively when we
are working with students—how we
turn our shoulder or change our tone of
vodce. As a coteacher and a poet in the
schools, 1 have wartched reachers
diemand the best from all their students
while ar the same time filling the room
with laughter and relaxation. Teachers
can only do this when they operite on a
basic assumption that all the students in
front of them have their own gifts and
the potential to make changes in the
world,

The hest teachers are those who have
explored how their own background
and experience of the world is differem
from that of others, and have reflected
on how that difference affects their
beliels, their personal reactions, and
thedr teaching. Onee white wachers, in
particular, accept that their experience
is just one of many experiences of being
an American, they become more open,
more able 1o deal with cultural issues
that come up in the classroom.

When teachers create classrooms that
are sale and yet leave room [or creative
classroom projects, giftedness emorges
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from places we did not anticipate. Alter
reading black poetry 1o students, we
oy find thar an angry young man in
our 10th grade English class suddenly
shines at writing. We may consider him
for classes that we thought bevond his
reach before he was exposed 10 authors
from his culture.

Contmitting Ourselves to Activism
For too long 1 have heard educators say
that to keep whire students in a partic-
ular school district, we must provide
muore gifted programs, The racism
behind this assumption is astounding, 1t
implies that only white kids are gified,

or that we should wilor oor definition of
giftedness o white culture. Unless
teachers refuse w accept this kind of
assumption and are willing to speak out
loused and clear against such thinking, we
will not change anvthing. Unless we are
willing to form alliances with parcnt
froups representing low-income or
minority kids—like those in St Paul
whao challenged the district’s definition
of giftedness—we are part of the
problemy, ot part of the solution.
Friends of mine who are not white tell
me that whites seem (o want o talk
about chunge, hut when it comes o
warking for it speaking up or orgs-

Does Your School Have

High Expectations for All Students?
m Are examples of the achievemnents and ideas of diverse authors, thinkers, and
historical figures woven into—not separated from—the curriculum?
B Are texts, lessons, and discussion topics chosen with thought about how to
provide a safe environment for discussion of controversial issues?
B Do all students feel safe in the classrooms, hallways, and lunchroom?
m Does the school challenge anyane making generalizations about racial and

ethnic groups?

m s evidence of diverse cultures displayed in hallways, in the library, in classroom
examples, and in the racial and cultural backgrounds of adults working in the

building?

® Does the school take students’ and parents’ discomfort, frustration, or anger
seriously? Are issues worked out through mediation and discussion?

m Do teachers expect aff students to complete and turn in work, know the
answers to different levels of questions, work in class, follow class guidelines, and

respond to structure?

& Do parents of color feal welcome at conferences, parent advisory group meet-

ings, and school events?

# Do students of all ethnicibies represented in the schoal participate in all

academic courses and programs?

| Are students of color counseled to consider high-level academic programs and

college?

W Are administrators and teachers willing 1o counter racist comments?
® Do teachers value inclusive curriculum even when the school is primarily popu-

lated by white students?

~m Do teachers and staff members feel they can openly discuss issues of race,
class, and gender without feeling defensive or ashamed?

—Julie Landsman
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nizing the community, white faces are
often absen., Teachers cannot sit back
and wait Tor such necessary changes as
smaller classes and more even distribu-
tion of resources 1o happen. It is up w
all of us to make changes in our environ-
ments and o advocate systemwide and
nationwide progress toward a more
cquitable system.

Teachers often want 1o change things
quietly, politely, behind closed doors. |
understand that feeling, having a certain
amount of the introven in me, vet we
can no longer give In to this desire for
an ordery solution. Real ¢hange can be
loud, messy, and tme-consuming. 1f we
see mclsm—in the way our district
defines and tesis for giftedness, in the
way advanced clisses are llled, orin
the school curriculium—we must mise
our voices,

LI WAy 10 start is 1o look into our
schools and identify evidence of exclu
siveness and meism. | have developed a
questionnaire tht teachers and adminis
LRLOrs Can use 1o measure ow well
their school communicates respect for
all cultures and high expectations for all
students (see “Does Your School Have
High Expectations for All Students?")

I have great hope for our system of
education. If educators read and reflect,
engage in ongoing dialogoe, immerse
ourselves in other cultures, create saife
classrooms, and challenge mcist defini
tions of intelligence, then schools will
Stop usinge racist assumptions to deter
mine a child’s potential.

Then, perhaps, the mian in the New
York suburh will not feel so alone in his
dreams for his sons. [
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time structuring cducation success with
case for their own children. They need
to understand that the education of
both low-income and middie-class
Alrican American children affects the
healih of society as 4 whole. The educa-
tion advantages enjoved by upper-
middle-class children must be extended
to all.

If we are serious about closing
achievement gaps, we need 1o form
coalition that includes educators,

concerned citizens, civil rights organiza-
tions, the business community, fraternal
and service organtzations. and middle-
class hiack professionals (o create
support structures—not just o close
the gap in school outcomes, but 1o
prepare all African American children
tor leadership roles in the 21st century
Let that be our mission. [
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A Call for

Universal Preschool

To close achievement gaps in the United States,

we must pay attention (o our youngest citizens.

f we truly want alf children to

succeed in school, then we must

ensure that aff children comie to

school ready to learn. Achieving

the goals of No Child Left Behind
requires a mdical education reform: the
provision of high-gquality early education
programs for all children, especially
children of color and children in
poverty,

An Effective Reform

Early childhood education has demon-
strated remarkable results, For example,
one study found that the initiation of
high-gquality early care and education
progrims for urban children of color led
1o a4l percent reduction in special
education enrollments (Revnoldds,
Temple, Robertson, & Mann, 2002), The
MNational Rescarch Council (2000)
concluded thar avrisk children wha

Rosa A. Smith
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have attended high-guality eacly child-
hood programs are less likely to repeat a
grade. And Bamett's review of 36
studies on the long-term impact of early
childhood education programs in the
United States (1995) confirmed these
programs’ benefits in terms of reduced
special education enrollments ancd
retention rites, The review also found
that children from low-income familics
who participated in preschool programs
wiere more likely to graduate from high
schoal.

A Wise Investment

High school graduation, of course, tmns-
lates into beter work opportunitices.
According o the U5, Census Burean
{2004), people whose highest education
attainment is a high school diplons
earn approximately 25 percent more
than their nongraduate counterpans
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carn. Reducing retention rates could
ilso contribute 1o 4 SIronger economy
by saving sigmibcant tax dollams, given
that the LL5, public spends, on average,
more than 39,500 per student per year
(Mational Center for Education Statistics,
2042},

In 20002, the Committee [or EConomic
Development (CEDY ciame out with a
strong endorsement for high-guality

and child development expens
reviewed recent research on early
cducation programs (or low-performing
students and decided that early child-
howsd eduecation is probahly one of the
best public investments a state can
mitke. The group estimated thar approx-
imately 51,50 per household per week
could improve the pedformance of
Minnesota public schools and increase

The United States needs to reform its current haphazard,

piecemeal, and underfunded approach to early learning.

universal early education programs
CED assessed private and pulblic annual
expenditures on early care and educa-
tion at $50-55 billion for children from
birth 1o age 5, with parents paving
5(0-55 percent of those costs and
federil and stare governments paving
25=30 percent and 15-20 percent,
respectively. CED's report called on the
federal and state governments (o under-
take 4 new national compact o make
early education available 1o all children
ages 3 and up. To ensure that all chil:
dren have the opporunity to enter
school ready to leam, the United Stares
needs Lo reform its current haphazird,
piecemeal, and underfunded approach
to early learning by linking programs
and providers inte coherent state-based
systems (2002, p. ).

[n fall 20003, the Federal Reserve Bank
of Minneapaolis also welghed in. A group
of leading economists, brain scientists,

the number of students who eam
diplemas, thus cutting the crime mie
and jail population (Cobb, 2003).

Some policymukers are beginning to
seeer Lhe wisdom in this thinking. In
Deécember 2003, Governors Dirk
Kempthome of Idaho, Jody Marte of
Montana, Jeb Bush of Flonda, and
Tennifer Granholm of Michigan met to
exchange ideas with carly childhood
cxperts and represcntatives from 24
states and territories 1o discuss how
states with tght budgets can offer
universal preschool programs,

The preponderance of research
endomsed by economists, early child.
hood development experts, think wnks,
aned politicians makes a resounding case
for high-quality universal early educa-
ton programs, The No Child Lefit
Behind Act will not achleve s stated
purpose until public policy leaders have
the courage and determination (o

provide all children, especially those at
risk, with better education opportuni-
tics at the time in their lives when i
matters most, 0
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The Achievement Gap:

Closing the achievement gap requires more than just improving schools.

he kirge achievement gap

berween white and minorin

students is generally viewed as

a fatlure of the 1S education

system. Policymakers almst
universally conclude that this gap must
result from ineffective school policy and
practice: low expoectations, ungualificd
tetchers, badly designed curriculum,
large classes, undisciplined school
climates, unfocused leadership, or a
combimtion of these.

Many well-intentioned people blame
the achicvement gap on “failing
schools” because common sense tells
them that it could not be otherwise
The amount of money a family has—
or the color of a child's
skin—should nor determine
how well that child learns to
read. If teachers know how
o teach and schools permit
niy distractions, all students
should be able to leam.

This commaonsense
perspective, however, is
misleading, For although
income and skin pigment
don’t directly canse low
achievement, the chamcteris-
tics that in gencral define
social-class differences
inevitably influence learning.
Here are some cxamples.

Child Rearing Practices
Parents from differcnt social
classes often have different
chifld rearing habits, disci-
plinary philosophies, ways of
communicating expectations,
and even styles of reading 1o
children. These differences o
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Richard Rothstein

do not hold true in every family, but
they influence the average tendencics
of families from different classes
Socialclass patterns in child rearing
make sense when vou think about
them. If upper-middie-class parents
have jobs in which they collabonite
with fellow emplovees and resolve
problems, they are more likely to show
their young children how to Hgure out
answers [or themselves, Parents whose
johs reguire them to follow routines are
less likely to encourge creative
problem solving in their children,
Therefore, youngsters rised by parents
who are professionils will generally
have a more inguisitive, active approach

[
I¢

tor learning than will youngsters raised
by working-class parcnls.

Phirty-five years ago, Kohn (1969)
found that parents whose occupations
required creativity and decision making
were less likely o punish their children
for actions in which the children’s
intentions were desirble, even if
muatters did not work oot as intended
Parents who were closcly supervised at
work were more likely to base punish-
ment on their children’s activns, reward-
less of the children’s intentions

More recenty, two rescarchers
visited homes of familics from different
socinl classes 1o record conversations
between parents and toddlers (Hart &




A Broader Picture

Risley, 1995). On average,
professional parents spoke
more than 2000 words per
hour to their children,
wuorking-class parents spoke
about 1,300, and welfare
muothers spoke abour GO0, At
4 years old, children of profes
sionals had vocabularies that
were nearly 50 percent larger
than those of working-class
children and twice as large as
those of welfare children

The: researchers also
tracked how often parents
verbally encouraged or repri-
nuinded their children
Toddlers of professionals
received an average of six
encourgements per repri-
mand. Working-class children
got two, For welfare children,
the matio wias reversed: They
received an average of one
encouragement for every two
scoldings. It seems reasonable
to expect that when these
children eventually go (o
school, their teachers will not be able to
fully offset such differences in early
inreractions. Students whose parents
have encouraged initative from an carly
age are more likely to ke responsibility
for their own leaming.

Health Needs
Many social and cconomic manifesi-
tions of social class also have implica-
tions for learning. Among these are
differences in health

For example, vision problems have
an obvious effect on school success,
Poar children have twice the averuge
ke of severe vision impainment
(Starfield, 1997). One reason for this
higher rate of vision problems may be
inadequate prenatal development
resulting from mothers’ poor medical

care and nurriton. Visual deficits may
also arise because low-income children

are more likely to watch 1oo much tele-
vision, an activity that does not develop
hand-cye coordination and depth
perception. Forty-two percent of black
ith graders watch six hours or more of
television a day, compared with 13
percent of white dth geaders (National
Center for Educiation Statistics, 2003,
Table 1171

Typical vision screening in school
only asks students to read charis for
nearsightedness. Most students are
never tested for frsightedness or lor
difficulty with tracking, problems that
are most likely o affect academic
performance. Even when testing leads
to aplometnic refermls, low-dncome chil-
dren are less likely to follow up. When

they get prescriptions for
lenses, they less frequently
obtain them or wear them to
school (Gould & Gouald,
2003)

Vision problems make it
difficult 1o read from a book
or =ce the chalkboard. The
disproportionate assignment
of low-income black studenis
1o special education nay
partly reflect a filure to
correct their vision, When
students have puzeling Jiff-
culties learning to read, the
explanation is often no more
complex than their inability 1o
see well,

Differences in dental care
have a similar impact:
Untreated cavities are nearly
three [mmes as prevalent
& among poor children as
- among middle-class children
(LS, Generl Accounting
Office [ULS. GAO|, 20040,
Figure 13, Students with
toothaches, even minor ones,
will tend to pay less attention in cliss
and to be more distracted during tests
than will students with healthy teeth

Low-income children have danger-
ously high blood lead levels—at five
times the mte of middle-class children's—
diminishing their cognitive ability (115,
GAO, 1999, Although lead-based paint
wis banned from residential construc-
ton in 1978, low-income children more
often live in buildings constructed prior
to that date and in buildings that are no
repainted often enough o prevent old
Layers of paint from Making,

Low-income children, particulardy
those wha live in densely populated city
neighborhoods, are also more likely 1o
contract asthi. The asthma mite is
substantially higher for urban than for
rural children, for those on wellfare than
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for nonwelfare familics, for children
from single-parent families than for
those from two-parent families, and for
poor than for nonpoor Bunilies (Forrest,
Srarfield, Riley, & Kang, 1997), The
disease is provoked In part by breathing
fumes from the low-grade heating oil
often used in low-income housing and
from dicsel rucks and buses. Excessive
dust and allergic reactions o mold.
cockroaches, and secondhind smoke
alsa provoke i

Asthma keeps children up at mght;
even if they make v to school the next

rents have risen Gister than working-
class incomes have, forcing many fami-
lies 1o move frequently because they fll
behind in rent payments. Family
breakups and bouts of unemplovment
also contribute (o Jow-income children’s
high mobility rates, In some schools in
minority neighborhoods, mobility res
are above 100 percent: For every seat in
the school, two children were enrolled
at some time during the year (Bruno &
Isken, 1990; Kerbow, 1990,

A 1994 report found thar 30 percent
uf the poorest students lad attended at

We need to make a more expansive commitment and

provide a full array of health services to all students.

day, they are likely 1o be tired and inat-
tentive. Many children with asthm:
refrain from exercise and so are less
physically fit. Drowsy and more irr-
table, they also have more behaviorl
problems. Middle-class children tvpi-
cilly get trentment for asthma symp-
toms; low-income children often do not.
Lower-class children wirth asthma are
about B0 percent more likely than
middle-class children with asthma o
miss more than seven days of school a
year becanse of the disease (Halfon &
Newacheck, 1993).

Children without regular medical care
are also more likely to contract other
illnesses—some serions, others minor—
that keep them out of school, Despite
federal programs thar make medical care
available to low-incame children, gaps
between acocss and use remain. Many
families do not enroll in such programs
because they don't know of the
programs’ availability, are intimidared by
the process, or are unaware of the
importance of medical care. Even when
enrolled. they are less likely 1o use the
services to which they are entitled,

Mobility Rates

The growing shortage of affordable,
adequate housing for low-income fami-
lies also affects achicvement. Lrban

least three different schools by Srd grade,
whereas only 1} percent of middle-class
studlents had done so. Black students
were more than twice as likely as white
stuclents 1o change schools this ofien
(1.5 GAO). High mohility depresses
achievement not only for the students
who move—cach move means read-
justing 1o teachers, classmares, and
curriculumi—but also for other students
in high-mobility schools. Teachers with
everchanging classrooms are more lkely
to review old materdal than introduce
new material, and they are less able to
adjust instruction to the individual needs
of students they barely know.

Financial Assets
Differences in long-tenm economic sect-
rity are also important predictors of
student achievement. Most analysts
overlook these differences and use only
annual income to indicate economic
status. Bur when we recognize that
black familics who camed a low income
in one specific vear are likely w have
been poor for longer than white fami-
lies who camed a similar income that
vear, it helps explain why black
students, on average, score lower than
white students with the same fumily
incomes,

White Fumilies are also likely to own
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more assers that support children’s
achievement than are black Fumilics at
the same current income level. Median
black family income is now about 64
percent of median white Gamily income,
but black family net worth is only 12
percent of white family net worth
{Mishel, Bernstein, & Boushey, 2003,
Tables 1.4 and 4.6). So white middle-
class families are more likely than black
middle-class families to have adeguate
and spacious housing, cven when their
annuel incomes are similar, not only
because whites suffer no discrimination
in real estate markets but also because
white middle-Class parents are more
likely to have received capital contriby-
ticns from their own parents—for @
down payvment on a first home, for
example. Black middle-class parents are
more likely to be the first genemtion in
their families (o have middle-class stms,
and their own parcnts are less likely o
have been able o help financially. As
with all these examples, not all middle-
class whites get lrst-time down
payments from their parents, and not all
michlle-class blacks fail 1o get them. But
on average, more whites than blacks
with similar incomes benefit from this
practice, and this contributes (o average
differences in neighborhood resources
and in housing quality that add 1o the
test soone gap,

Asset differences also influence how
much Gumilies save for college educa-
tions. A student’s awareness that his or
her family has resources for college can
influence whether or not that student
believes that college attendance is
within reach. Comparing black and
white middle-class stisdents whose Fumi-
lies have similar current incomes, i
would be reasonable o expect the
white students to be more confident
about affording college and thus more
dedicated 1o working hard in schoal.

Making Progress

To make significant progress in

narrowing the achiecvement gap, we

must pursue three tracks simuliancousty.
Certainly, schools necd o mise the

guality of instruction. Better schools are



important, and better school practices
can probably narrow the gap, School
reform, however, is not enough.

We must also invest resources o
expand the definition of schooling o
include crucial out-of=schoal hours in
which Fimilies and commumities are now
the sole—and disparate —influences.
Because the gap is already huge among
dyear-olds, this investment should profbx
dbly concentrate initially on early child-
hod programs for infants and twoddlers
that provide the kind of intelleciual envi-
romment that middle-class children typi-
cally experience. This goal probably
requires professional caregivers and low
child-adult ratios,

Another essential out-of-school focus
is giving low-income students after
school and summer experiences similar

and familics, providing stahle housing for
working familics with children. waking
ngmressive action against discrimination,
and boosting the incomes of working
parents employed in ow-wage occupis-
tions,

Although many charcteristics of
social ¢lass are impervious to short-term
change. many others would respond o
achievable policy reforms. For example,
estublishing optometric clinics in schools
o improve the vision of low-ncome
students muy raise their test scores more
than spendding the same money on
tnstructional improvement. Likewise,
schools could provide dental clinics ar a
cost that is companble o what schoals
typically spend on less effective reforms,
If the United States truly intends 1o mise
the achievement of lovw-income students,

The characteristics that define social class differences

inevitably influence learning.

1o those thar most middle-class students
take for granted. These experiences
should not consist only of remedial
programs tat provide added drill in
math and reading. The advantage that
middlecliss children gain after school
and in the summer comes mostly from
the scll-confidence they acquire and the
awareness they develop of the world
outside their homes and immediate
communitics as they panticipate in ong-
nized athletics, dance, drama, museum
visits, recrentional reading, and other
activities that develop thelr inguisitive-
ness, creativity, selfdiscipline, and orga-
nizational skills. Afterschool and summer
programs will nanow the achievement
gap only if they duplicate such enriched
exXperienees,

Finally, the federul and stte govem-
ments necd o develop social and
economic policies that enable children
1o attend school more equally ready w
leam. These policies Include offering
health services for low-income children

however, we need 10 make 4 more
expansive commimment and provide a
full armay of health services. We should
also evaluate whether increasing low-
income families’ access to stable housing
raises student achicvement.

To dare, there have been few experi-
ments to test the relative benefits of
these alternative strtegies, partly
because peaple are so wedded o the
notion that school reform alone is suffi-
cient. But we could easily design experi-
ments of this sor, and we should make
them a priority.

For nearly half a century, economists,
sociologists, and educators have been
aware of the association of social and
economic disadvantage with student
achievement gaps. Most, however, have
avodded the obvious implication of this
understinding: Raising the achievement
of low-income children requires amelio-
riting the social and economic condi-
tions af their lives, not just reforming
schools, @
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A Game Without
Winners

Striving to reduce the achievement gap
without reforming testing s an impossible dream.

uppose the new products divie
sion of 3 game company croated
3 board game named Bidnd
Afley. For some perverse reason,
the new game’s rles never
allowed any player to win. Thus, every
person who takes part in this new game
inevimbly ends up a loser. We could
confidently predict thar the annual sales
of Blind Aflley would not seriously chal-
lenge the annual sales of Mornofxaly.

A game without winners has limited
appeil—perhups sttrmcting only those
who have masochistic leanings. Games
without winners are patently pointless.
Yet, for the last few decades, many U S,
educators have enthusiastically taken
part in an instructional game they
simply cannot win. 1 eall it the geafr
reductfon game, although as it is
currently being playved, it could just as
casily be labeled Blind Alley. Although
most participants in the gap-reduction
game are well-intentioned, they don't
understand that 4s matters currently
stand, there’s not a chance in Hades
that they'll succeed in their effons w
reduce achievement gaps.

Test Performance

Does Not Equal Learning

When LS, educators speak of “achieve-
ment gaps,” they mean the performance
differentials among various racial/ethnic
groups, and between children from
poor amilles and those from middle-
Class or well-off families. When

W. James Popham

statewide achievement tests are admin-
istered in, say, language arts or mathe-
matics, the avesige test scores of black
and Lating students are mrely as high as
those of white students. Similarly, when
children from lower-socioeconomic
status (SES) Gmilies ke those sors of
tests, they frequently score lower thin
their higherSES counterparts. Educators
wuould like to diminish these gaps or
eliminate them altogether,

persan’s knowledge or proficiency in
something that can be leamed or
wught,” Thus, achicvement tests have
historically been regarded by almaost
everyone as salisfclory measurements
of what kids have leamed in sehool, and
when most people think about achieve-
ment gaps, they are referring to differ-
ences stemming from whit students
have learmed. When educators and the
public sct out to deternmne whether

The makers of standardized achievement tests

have no serious interest in selecting test items

that will reflect effective instruction.

It is wondorful that so many educa-
tors dre committed to reducing test
score gaps among the different student
groups. Our nation's long-standing
commitment to equality for all its citizens
demands no less. However, most educa-
tors’ understanding of gap-reduction
ground rules is inadequate.

Much of the problem stems from the
fact that many educarors Cand most
laypeopled employ the term achivre
srend interchangeably with learning.
When people think about school-related
achievement, they rypleally think about
what students have learmed in school,
Indeed, my dictionary even describes an
achicvement fest as “a 1est 1o measure a
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various student groups have been
taught equally well, we almost always
look at the achievement test scores
earned by those students.

But the: assumption tat students” in-
school learnings and their scores on
stndardized achievement tests are
essentlally the same thing is mistiken.
This fanlty assumption leads toa
doomed approach wo gap reduction,

All educutors, 1 believe, want
students from lower-SES familics 1o
master the same cognitive skills and
knowledge that students from upper
SES families master, We want cvery
child to have a chance to achleve her or
his potendal. But we have been relying



exclusively on students’ test scores (o
tedl us whether this goal has been
attained—and that's where our well

intentioned gap-reduction strategies
have foundercd

As lomg as we unthinkingly accept
the premise thar high standardized test
scores equal gobs of achievement
whereas low standardized test scores
cqual the apposite, our gap-reduction
gambits are certain o be ineffectual.
Actually, it we reterred to the gaps
we're trying 1o reduce as fest sor W gl fas
rather than aclvicvement gafs, people
might become more aware of the T
propriateness of using test scores as the
sole benchmark for student achieve
ment. The reality is that educators are
using the wrong measures (o tell

whether gap reductions have occurred

The Worship of “Score Spread”
For siee why standardized achievement

Lests e n.l\\t'll maasurcmeent msiru-

ments, let's look at how most such tests
are constructed. Traditional achieve-
ment tests are “normerefercnoed,

i

g they have been built wo yield
scores capable of being interpreted
comfrorativedy. Thus, when Johnny
scores at the 84th percentile in mathe-
miatics and Evan scores in the 79th
percentile (those percentiles being
based on the scores of previous Lest

¢ the test's norm

tukers who consti
group}, the comparison of their scores
gives parcnts and teachers one way 1o
interpret the information. But o
provide the fine-grained contrsts thia
are crucial o 4 nomereferenced
measurement strategy. these tests must
prroduce a high degree of score
sfrrecdl—that is, a moge of student test
scores, with satistactory numbers of
high. middle, and low scores.

Because traditional standandized
achievement tests need this range of
scores, the creators of such tests ke

pains w include test items
that will produce ample
seore spread. Score spread,
in fact, becomes almost a
deity in test construction

Surprisingly, maost of the
state-specific, custom-built
tests that are intended o
better nssess a particular
state's official curdeular aims
have also been influenced by
this adulation of score
spread. Because the nujor
test-development companics
usually build these state-
customized tests, many state
tests funcuon in almost
exactly the same sCore-
spreading manner that
pational norm-refereneed
tests do

Test developers and
testchers have different prior-
tes, Teachers compliin
about the amount of time
external tests take away from
their teaching, But from the
|1':.'r'~}1:.'i_'11'1- e of achievement
test dey elopers, far too little
rime is available to assess studenns
Ihat's because scads of score spread
must he produced in only an hour or
two of testing.

sutistically, items that very large
praportions of students answer either
correctly or incorrectly do not produce
score spread. Thus, test developers dire
OO0 PUL many oo casy” or “too hard”
items in their tests, If too many students
acnuilly begin to answer too many items
correctly, then a test's score spread
evaporates. In practical tenms, this
means that the majority of the lems on
a standardized achievement test will
turn oul 1o be answered correctly by
between 4l and O percent of the test
Gikers

e makers of standardized achieve-
ment tests have no serious interest in
selecting test items thar will reflect
effective instruction, They are inter
ested in using items that not all est
takers can answer, even i having miny
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such items causes a test oo be fustruc-
fiomally insensitfee—ihat is, incapable
of detecting the presence and impact of
clfecrive instruction.

Here's where this zany assessment
puizle gets even more perplexing,
Some of the best items for vielding suffi-
clent seore spreadd are those that are apt
to be answercd correctly by students
from upper-SES fimilies and incorrectly
by students from lowerSES familics. We
call such rest items SES-Hnked. From the

deficits, This is really stupid,

As long as educators and resting
companies continue Lo assess what
students luve leamed in schoal using
assessment devices that rely heavily on
Sis-linked items, we will be measuring
what students bring to school, not what
they learn in school. SESlinked assess-
ment will never allow educators w
show that they've reduced the kinds of
gaps among students that we all want
diminished.

If we referred to the gaps as test score gaps rather than

achievement gaps, people might become more aware of the

inappropriateness of using test scores as the sole

benchmark for student achievement.

test developers’ pemspective, SES isa
delightfully spread-out varinble—
meaning that students represent a wide
range of family income levels and that
loever-SES students and upper-SES
students show many differences, So,
SESlinked items will almost alwiays vield
the score spread that s so crucial for
COMPArative interpretations.

Now, let's return to the core issue
with which we're dealing, numely,
how to promote “achievement catch-
up” for minority and low-SES students.
Because of the United States’ social
and economic history, minority
students are more likely (o be low-SES
than nonminority students are. It
should be apparent, therefore, that if
many items on standardized achieve:
ment tests are more directly linked o
students’ SES than to what students
have been taught in school, then the
use of such vests will never reduce the
difference in test scores hetween
minority iand white students. We are
relying on tests containing SES-linked
items o demonstrate that students
can overcome SES-linked education

What Is an SES-Linked Item?
All righr, you may be asking, whar docs
an SES-inked itwem look like? Here's o
multiple-Choice item that 1 think is SES-
linked, drawn from a standardiezed
science achicvemoent lest used nation-
ally to measure the knowledge of 6th
graders:

I vomn wanted o find oot iF a distant

planet had mountains or rivers on i,

which of the following tools should
VUL LS

(a) hinoculars, (h) microscope,
() telescope, or (d) camera

If you think abouwt this item carefully,
vou'll see how students from lower-SES
familics might have less of a chance to
come up with the correct answer.
Consider two familics, cach of which
includes a 6th grader. Family X has
three children and rwo parents. Both
parents earm decent salaries and the

family's oldest child possesses an expen-

sive telescope, This family often
wilches science programs on TV, some-
times they discuss science-related topics
at dinner. Family Y, on the other hand,
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consists of three childeen and one
parent—a mother whose skill level only
¢pualifies her for jobs that pay minimum
wiage, In this second family there is no
cGible television, no telescope., and no
dinnertime discussions of articles in
news magazines that the family cannot
afford.
1 hope you will have littde difficulty

answering this question:

On average, which student will be

more likely to answer the test item

abaout seeing distant planets
cormectly?

(a4} the 6th grader in Family X, or
(I} the 6th grader in Family Y

Normerelerenced standandized
achievement tests contain fir too many
items like the elescope question. |
recently went through one complete
grade level's worth of items on two
nationally standardized achievement
tests, item by item. 1 concluded that in
reading, language arts, science, and
social studies, berween 40 and B0
percent of the items were SESlinked.
One could almost say that the esis arc
lirthe more than measures of students’
SES. In mathematics, only 15 to 2()
percent of the items were SESlinked,
bt this is still unacceptable. Il studenis
scores on achievement tests are depen-
dent on their SES levels, how will such
tests evier show a reduction in student
achievement gaps that follow mcial and
socineconomic lines?

S0 does the presence of all these SES-
linked frems on standardized achieve-
ment tests indicate tat e folks who
develop such tests are determined to
oppress the masses? Are st developers
part of a plot to keep the mation's blue-
collar praletariat inits proper plce?
Drelinitely noc The test developers, with
no malice at all. are sumply hot (o create
items thar produce score spread. And
because SES is such o wonderfully
spread-out varmble, many items that
have a good track record of vielding a
range of scores turn ot to be SES-linked.

As cducators, wie showld not blame



the test-development companies for
creating SES-biased tests. Rather, we
should blame ourselves for allowing
such tests 1o be used as measures of our

clfectiveness as teachers,

What About

Standards-Based Tests?

So far, | have been sniping exclusively
at normreferenced standandized
achievement tests. But what abour
achievement tests that have been
custoan-built for particular states in such
a way that any student’s score is based
on individual mastery of specific eriteria
rather than on student-to-student
comparisons? Such ests are called
criterfan-roferenced or standards-
fased, About half of the state-level
achicvement tests used throughout the
Linited States are supposcd (o meisure
students’ mastery of a state’s official
curricular aims—alsa known as conlent
stormeelerrels, Denclmrarks, or exfaecton-
clfex

If you've been thinking that eriterion-
referenced veses will save the day, get
ready for a disappointment. These
standardsbased achievement tests arc
just as ted o SES as are normereferenced
tests. The crux of the problem with
states’ standards-based tests is that such
tests are intended 1o measune too many
curricular aims. Typically, a state's
curricular aims are crafted by well-
intentioned content spectalists who
dream up a “wish Hst™ mther than a set
of essential competencies and knowl
cde that can be realistically toght and
measured in the tme available within
public schools, 1 was recently in a state
that expected its teachers o promaote
more than 6,000 curricular aims!

Any given yeur's standardsbased test
ciun't possibly measure a whole galaxy
of content standards in a meaningful
wiy. S0 stute standards-based tests typl-
cally contain items that sample the
plethor of curricular Aims. Some Curric-
ular aims don't ger measured ar all,
whiereas others get measured only
superficially, The state’s teachers can

only guess which curricular aims a
given year's test is going 1o assess, and
in many instances they guess wrong

Moreover, because there are so many
compelencies o measure, there aren’t
enough ilems on most tests for test
results 1o give teachers an accumte fix
an students’ mastery of any one curric-
ular aim. Teachers receive information
that's so general as (o be nearly mean-
ingless in werms of analyzing and
improving their instruction

L1l
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Imagine that you're a teacher who for
yuoars has guessed wrong about what's
likely to be assessed on vour state's
standards-based tests. For years you've
aimed your instruction at the wrong
curricular mims. In addition, the score
reports from the state’s stndards-based
tests don’t help vou figure out what
rts of your instructional program are
working. Wouldn't you be apt 1o give
up on the whole instruction-aligned
with-assessment approach and just
return to teaching in the best way you
know how?

As currently set up, most standards-
based assessments don't really align
with classroom instruction, and instruc-
tiomn doesn’t significantly influence test
scores, Instead, students’ scores on

maost states” standards-based rests turn
out o be tied most directly to—you
guessed it—students’ sociocconomic
starus. IF eriterion-referenced tests cover
curricular content that, more often than
not, wasn't stressed sufficiently in class,
then students must draw on knowledge
and experience outside their classroom
learning to have a shot at a correct
answer, Once again, simply because of
life expericnces, youth from ceonomi-
cally advantaged families will outper-
form less advantaged youngsters. With
few exceptions, today’s standards-based
tests—even those proudly cavorting in
criterion-referenced costumes—are no
better at evaluating the merits of gap-
reduction efforts than normereferenced
achievement tests arc.

Thus, when any gap-reduction guru
touits the virtues of a specil instruc-
tional strategy without first requiring
the installation of appropriate assess-
ments, that person is making a serious
mistake. Don't misunderstand me. 've
listened 1o many first-rate folks argue for
instructional procedures that scem o
be sensible ways of reducing the
achievement gap between lower-SES
and higher-SES kids. But because of
most existing achievement tests’ SES
links, those instructional procedures
cannot reduce the fest score gaf
between lower-SES and higher-SES ¢hil-
dren. Gap-reduction experts are sending
their best instructional stmtegics
marching onto a battleficld where those
strategies are certain to stumble.

A Two-Step Strategy

A straightforward two-step strategy
might free educators and students from
this untenable situation.

As step one, anyone who is working
1o reduce achievement gaps must
become assessmient Hiemie—ar least
with respect to the qualities of achieve-
ment tests that will or won't reveal
genuine ditferences between what
upper- and lowerincome students learn.
Educators have historically given far too
much deference o assessment special
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Ists. Most educators don't know sguat
about measurcment, and they wrongly
assume that anyone who can actually
compute an internal consistency relia
hility cocflicient must be sulliciently
intelligent 1o avoid making measure-
ment mistakes. Such a deferential
demeanor needs to disappear—and in a
hurry. The fundamentals of educational
testing, at least those concepts neces
sary 1o be able o spot a suitable
achievement test, really aren't too
complex to grasp.

AS step two, educators ought to be
working towiard the adoption of
instructionally supportive account-
ability tests that are designed, from the
very ger-go, to detéct the kind of
instructiomal impact that must be
present if achievement gaps will ever
be demionstvably reduced.

In 20011, the Commission on Instruc
tiomally Supportive Assessient
described three essential attributes of an
mstructionally supportive achievement
test. such a test showuld

® Measure only o modest number of
curriculiar aims of extra wchinary signifi-
cance 0 teachers are not overwhelmed
by too many curricular targets;

B Describe curricular aims in clear
teacher-palatable linguage so teachers
can aim their instruction directly at the
curricular goals mther than at a partic-
uliar wst's items, and

m Supply score reports that show
whether or not each curricular aim was
mastered by cach student, thus helping
teachers determine which aspects of
thelr instruction were or were not effec
tive.!

Educators who wish to reduce

achievement gaps must initiate an
immediate and dramatic turnaround
with respect (o the assessments they
use to evalwate their eflfors, Otherwise
they will be destined to continue
plaving their own special version of
Blind Alley. In this game, unfortunately,
low-5ES and minority students mrn out
1o be the biggest losers, B

"Commission on Instructionally
supportive Assessment. (20013, Buflding
tosts Wt supiport instriction and
accornlalility: A guide for policymeakers
Washingron, DC: Author. Available: www
inxassessment, comyeatilog/pdfdownloads/
BuildingTestsToSupport, pdi

W. James Popham (s Emeritus Professor
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The High
CollegegD

School/
Isconnect

Students, parents, and K-12 educators are nol receiving clear messages about

the skills that bigh school students need to enter and succeed in college.

S, high school students now

have higher aspirations for

college than ever before

During the last few decades,

parents, educators, policy-
muakers, and business leaders have
pointed out that to sucoeed in our
society, students need 1o go 1o college
Eighty-¢ight percent of Sth graders
expect to panticipate in some form ol
postsecondary education, and approxi-
matcly 70 percent of high school gradu-
ates actually do go 1o college within
two vesrs of grduating ( Education
Trust, 199493,

Unfortumately, disconnected educa-
tion svatems are undermining students’
college aspirations. State high school
assessments often stress knowledge and
skills that differ from collcge entrance
and placement requirements. Students
grachuate from high school under one
set of coursework standards only to
discover that three months later, they
must meet 4 whole new set of standarnds
in college. Students are simply not
getting the information they need about
what it takes to succeed in higher
education.

Starting at a Disadvantage

These mixed signals have disproportion-

ately affected low-income students and
studlents of color, As the economic
benefits of holding a college degree
have increased, low-income students
have continued to experience much

Michael W. Kirst

Ay 2
:.i__l...

" ek

il
e,
L1

it (TR m r—1 w fm o [T

lower college enrollment and gradua-
tion rates than students in higher
ceomomic brackets. Low-income
students primarily attend nonselective
four-year schools or open-enrollment
community colleges. For example,
neardy 66 percent of Latinos—compared
with fewer than 45 percent of white

students with similir academic back-
grounds—inidally enroll at open-door
institutions (Fry, 2004} Two of every
three high school graduates from the
wealthiest quartile enroll in a foursyear
institution, comparcd with one in five
from the lowest socioeconomic quar-
tile. At the nation’s 146 most selective
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The best predictor of whether a student will complete a

bachelor’s degree is the intensity and quality of that

student’s secondary school curriculum.

colleges, 74 pereent of students come
from the top socioeconomic quarile
and only 3 percent come from the
poorest quartile (Kahlenberg, 2004),

As [or students of color, not only are
African American and Latino students
ohtaining postsecondary education
degrees at a lower rate than their white,
non-Lating counterparts (see fig, 13, but
they are also graduating from high
school with a lower level of academic
skills: African American and Latino 12th
graders across the Hnited States read
andd dho math at the same levels as white
Bth graders, on avernge (Kahlenberg,
2004). Consequently, many low-income
and minority students wke remedial
courses in college, a fctor that lowers
their chances for completing either a
two-year or four-yvear degree ora voci-
tional certificate. Between 1980 and
1993, for example, only 34 percent of
students who took even one remedial

reading course completed a two-year or
fouryear degree; 56 percent of siudents
who took no remedial courses a all
completed such degrees (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2001
The statistics regarding student attri
ton in college are equally stanling.
Abour ane-half of first-vear students at
community colleges do not continue for
asecond vear, About one-fourth of first-
year students at fouryear colleges do
not stay for their second year, More
thian 40 percent of college students who
cam more than 10 credits never
complete a two-veir or fouryear
degree. At twosvear colleges, more than
70 percent of students who enroll say
that they expect to eventually obtain a
Bachelor's degree. but only 23 percent
actually receive one (Adelman, 1994),
Although student finances are an
important concemn, the best predictor
of whether a student will go on o
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complete a bachelor's degree is the
intensity and guality of that student’s
sccondary school curriculum (Adelman,
1999, Broad-acoeess instinutions—
community colleges or fouryedr institu-
tions that admit just about every student
who applies—represent about 85
percent of all postsecondary schools
and educate approximately 80 percent
of the nation's first-vear college
students, Instead of focusing on the 20
percent of students who attend the
maost selective four-year institutions
with the wealthiest and best-prepared
student bodies (Adelman, 2001), media
and public attention should focus on
program completion rtes for students
from low socioeconomic brackets
attencing broad-aceess institutions

The Major Disconnects

The Stanford University Bridge Project.'
a six-vear national study, analyzed high
school exit-level policies and college
entrance policies to see wheither
discrepancy exists berween the skills
that each education system reguires.
Bridge Project rescarchers analyeed
state and institutional policies in six
states—California, Georgia, Ulinois,
Maryland, Oregon, and Texas (Kirst &
Venceda, 20043 They gathered informae
tion on state-level high school gradua-
tiom and college entrance policies;
speeifically, they studied plicement
policies, admissions requirements, and
outreach and communication strtegics
at 18 selective and less selective
colleges and universities,

Researchers also interviewed high
school administrators, counselors, and
teachers in each of the six states about
high school coursework and college
counseling. The schools involved were
comprehensive public high schools
with a broad spectrum of student
ichievement. Researchers wanted to
lesirn what students, parents, and
secondary school educators knew about
college admissions and course place-
ment policies, and whether these
groups had the necessiary resources 1o
miatke informed decisions about studenis
attending college. The findings revealed
a number of disconnects.



Who Goes to Callege?

Graduate from Complete Obtain at Least
High School at Least a Bachelor's
Some College Degree

Asian and Asian Q4% 20% 499,
American

White (Non-Latina) 93% 62% 299
African American 86% 48% 15%
Latino B1% 31% 10%

Education Attarmment for Young People. Ages 25-29, in 1998,
Sobrce: Education Trust (2001), p, 9. Adapted with pefmission

Whao's getting groomed for colfege?
The Bridge Project data show that high
school students in aceelerated curric-
ular trucks receive clearer signals about
college preparation than do their peers
in other tracks (Kirst & Venezia, 2004),
Pastscoondary education outreach
eiforts by high school and college coun-
seling stall ofven fail to reach students
in middle- and lower-level high school
courses (Venexia, Kirst, & Antonio,
2003). In California, for example, 70
percent of honors students knew at
least three course requirements for the
California State University system, bul
fewer than half of the non-honors
students possessed this knowledge
(Kirst, Antonio, & Bueschel, 2004).
Also, such resources as college coun-
seling centers on high schiool
campuscs, opportunities o visit
colleges, and visits from college
recruiters are uneeually distributed
among high schools.

Who's getfing the right informa-
Hon? Fewer than 12 percent of the
students surveved knew aff the high
school course requirements needed (o
enter the postsecondary institutions
studied (Kirst & Venezia, 2004). This
ranged from 1 percent in California to
11 percent in Maryland. Students do
appear o have considerable partial
knowledge of curricular requirements,
Slightly more than half of the studenis

knew three or more course reguire
ments, but students in high tracks had
more informaton than those in lower
tracks, Although filing college place-
ment exams causes incoming students
to take remedial noncredit college
courses, fewer than halfl of the sampled
students across the studied stares knew
the specific placement-testing policies
for the institutions in the study, Said
one Oregon communiry school
student,
So 1 dlic my orientation, and they told
me something about [placement)
testing. | was like, What? You have o
do g test? Nobody told me abour that
whien | grachuated from high school

Wiher's belpring students preepare?
Teachers in both upper and lower high
school tmcks often ook @ greater role
in helping students prepare for college
thiin counselors did, although teachers
lack connections 1o broad-iccess post-
secondary instinutions and up-to-date
admission and placement information
(Kirst & Venex:, 2004). Because most
low-income and first-time college
students attend postsecondary institu
tions neir their homes, teachers should
learn about the key admission and
placement standards for local colleges

Are porvents fin the foop? Many
cconomically disadvantaged parents
lick experience and informution

concerning college prepamtion. Forty-
two percent, 44 percent, and 47
pervent of cconomically disadvantaged
parcnts in Winois, Maryland, and
Oregon, respectively, stuted that they
had received college information,
compared with 74 percent, 71 percent,
and 66 percent of thelr more economi-
cally welloff counterpans in the same
sates (Kirst & Veneza, 2004)

An Eye on Change

Crur research found three promising
srens for immedite reform. First, all
students, parents, and educators should
receive accurate, high-gquality informa-
tion about secondary school courses
that will help prepare students [or
college-level standards, and all students
should have access to these classes,
Schoals should also make it clear that a
minimuom competency state high school
graduation test is nof intended w
measure college readiness.

Second, media, policy, and research
attention should focus on the broad-
access colleges and universities that
serve the majority of students. These
colleges need the fnancial and policy
attention of fedeml, state, and other
leaders. Increasing the rates of student
stceess at these colleges §s a souncd
public investment because it would
likely increase college completion rates
for economically disadvanaged students
and students of color

Last, students need o understand
that getting into college 1s not the
hardest part. Local, state, and federal
programs should broaden their focus
beyomnd aeoess 1o college 1o include
steecess In college. True college oppor-
tunity includes having a good chance to
sucoeed once the student is admitted,
High school course content, academic
counseling, college outreach, and other
programming should clarify for students
what it takes 1o succeed in both selec
tive and nonselective colleges.

Strategies That Make Sense
How can we achieve these ends? For i
start, college stakeholders must he
brought to the table when K-12 stan-
dlards and assessments are developed
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andl revised, Likewise, K-12 educators
should participate when postsecondary
cducation admission and placement
policics are under review. Reforms
across the two education systems will

be difficult w implement withour mean:

inglul commumication and coordinated
policymaking between the levels.

K-12 schools and districts, posiscc-
ondary institutions and svstems, and
states and the federal government can
take the following steps o improve the

transition from high school w college
for all students.

® Ensure that colleges and universi-
ties publictze their academic standards
s0 that students, paremis, and educators
have accurate college prepuarition infor
mation. This effort must go beyvond
targeted outreach 1w universal programs
firr all students, For example, the Cali-
formia State University system uses the
statewide 1 1th grde achievement tesi
as its placement test. High school

Student Misconceptions About Attending College

Misconception: | can't afford college.
Reality: Students and parents regularly
overestimate the cost of college,

Misconception: | have to be a stellar
athlete or student to et financal aid.
Reality: Most studenis receive some
form of financial aid.

Misconcaption: Meating high school
graduation requirements will prepare
me for college:

Reality: Adequate preparation for
college usually requires a more
demanding course of studies than the
minimufn curriculum required for high
school graduation, even when that
curriculum is termed “college prep.”

Misconception: Getting into college s
the hardest part,

Reality: For the majority of students,
the hardest part is completing college.

Misconception: Community colleges
don't have academic standards.
Reality: Students usually must take
placement tests at community colleges
to qualily for college-level work.

Misconception: It's betier to take
easier classes in high school and get
better grades.

Reality: One of the best predictors of
college success is taking rigorous high
school classes, Getting good grades in
lower-level classes will not prepare
students for college-level work

Misconception: My senior year in high
school doesn't matter,

Reality: The classes students take in
their senjor year will often determine
the classes that they are able to take in
college and how well prepared they are
for those classes

Misconception: | don't have to worry
about my grades or about the kind of
classes | take until after my sophomore
year in high school,

Reality: Many colleges look at sopha-
more grades. To enroll in college-level
courses, students need to prepare for
college, and this means taking a well-
thought-out seties of courses starting
no later than 9th or 10th grade.

Misconception: | can't start thinking
about financial aid until | know whera
I'm gaing to college,

Reality: Students need to file a federal
atd form before most colleges send out
their acceptance letters. This applies to
students who attend community
colleges as well, even though they can
apply and enroll in the fall of the year
they wish 1o attend.

Misconception: | can take whatever
classes | want when | get to college,
Reality: Many colleges and universities
require entering students to take place-
ment exams in core subject areas. Those
tests determine the classes that
students can take,

Excorpled from the final policy report of the Bridge Project authored by Andres Venezia, Michasd W, Eirst,

and Anthany L Anonio. Published with permission,
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juniors who plan o attend state schools
and who have low scores on their 11th
grade state test receive specific recom-
mendations for senior vear courses. In
addition, states should disseminate
muterials not only in English but also in
other languages prevalent in their states.

® Examine the relationship between
the content of postsecondary education
placement exams and K-12 exitlevel
standards and assessments o determine
the possibility for greater compatibilicy,
High-gquality K-12 standards and asscss-
ments aligned with high-quality postsee-
ondary education standirds amnd assess
ments can provide students with clear
signals and incentives,

Students need to
understand that

getting into college is not

the hardest part.

m Allow students o ke college
placement exams in high school so they
can understand college-level expocta-
tions and prepare academically for
vollege. These assessments should be
diagnostic so that students, parents, and
teachers are ¢lear on how to improve
studenis’ collepe preparation skills.

| Lise the senjor year in high school
to cormect College readiness deficiencies
and link appropraie senmioryear courses
0 postsecondary generil education
courses (Kirst, 2001), For example,
students often do not ke mathematics
in thedr senior year because, technically,
three vears of muthematics is the
minimum reguired o graduate from
high school and get into college. Conse
guently, students often fail math place.
ment exams when they enter college
hecause they have not mken enough
demanding content or have forgotien
what they learned.

8 Provide teschers with information
about college academic standards



(including placement) and application
procedures. Resources should target
teachers who work with students in
middie- and lowerdevel tracks. Schools
also need o provide high school
teachers with more information about
college placement standards so they can
align their courses with postsecondiary
cxpectations,

= Expand successful dual or concur-
rent enrollment programs between high
schools and colleges so they include all
students, not just traditionally college-
ound students.

m Collect and connect data from all
cducation sectors, States and regions
should create common identifier

for examining and improving such
issues as collecting and using data
across the systems. Funding could also
targel joint development activities that
emible students 1o transition success
fully from one education system to the
LA

m Tie student aid policies o college
retention and graduation rates. Colleges
woild receive more foderal and state
aid as more students cosflele degrees
or vocational certificares

These recommendations will be
easler w accomplish and more effective
if each state creates an overall organiz-
tional base for K- 16 policymaking and
oversight

Media and public attention should focus on

program completion rates for students from low

socioeconomic brackets attending broad-access institutions.

numbers for students and track
students’ academic progress after they
leave high school, Data should include
student pedformance on placement
exams and progress made towand a
degree or cerificae and should tie into
the state K-16 accountability system.
Postsecondary institurions and K-12
schools need assistance in learning to
use data o inform curricular and
instructional palicies and practices. For
example, a recent study found thar the
high school textbook reading level is
much lower than the college texthook
reading level (Williamson, 20040, More-
ovier, the cducation asscssment sand
research organization ACT found a
mijor discrepancy berween whar high
school teachers and college instructors
value in student writing. College
instructors mnked grammar and usage
a5 most impartant, whereas high school
teachers considered these the least
important skills (Rooney, 2003,

m Expand federal grants 1o stimulkite
more state-devel K- 16 policymaking,
This could include funding collaborative
discussions between K-12 and postsec:
andary cdueators, with requirements

For example, Geargia created a stare
P=16 (preschool through posisec-
ondaryy council chaired by the
governor, which includes state officils
from K-12 and public postsecondary
educition, Regional P- 10 counclls
across the stite adapt statewide indtid-
tives to local contexts. Having a K-16
entity within the state, however, does
not ensure that innovative K-16
reforms will follow. Only a concerted
effort by policymakers, educitors,
parents, and students will do the job.

Implementing these recommendi-
tioms will oot magically elinnnate the
dovzens of reasons for poor student
preparation for college. Bui these are
important steps oward developing a
more equitable education expericnce
for all students and providing all
students with the preparation they need
to succeed in college. [

"Ihe ull report Tor the Stanford Univer
sity Bridge Project is available at www,
hridgeproject stanford.cdu

“This research focuses solely on the
rule of poliches and programs rebated (o
Iigh school graduation, college admission,
and college placement. The project did

nol address sswes related to financial aid,
affordability, or teacher preparation and
professional development.
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Building Bridges
to College

A bigh school program for Latinos sets high expectations,

offers challenging content, and puts college on the map.

atinos are the largest ethnic

minority in the United States,

yvel Latino students are the least

likely of all the major ethnic

groups to graduate from high
schotl, go on to college, and earm a
degree. In 2000, only 10 percent of
Latinos nationwide had carmned a college
depree, compared with 18 percent of
African Americans and 34 percent of
European Americans (National Center
for Education Statistics [NCES], 20001 ).
This undereducation of Latino students
constitules a sockl and coonomic
lizbility for the United Stares.

The education gap begins, of course,
lomg before students start to think about
going to college. According to the
markonal Assessment of Educational
Progress, 41 percent of white students
are proficient in reading by 4th grade,
compared with only 15 percent of
Latino students, By 12th grade—a point
by which a significant number of lower
performing students have already
dropped out of schoal —only about one-
fourth (26 percent) of Latinos hve
achicved proficiency in reading,
compired with almost one-half (47
percent) of white studenrs (NCES, 1999,
20033, Ultimately, between onc-thind
and one-half of all Latino students who
begin school in the United States drop
out of high school and fail to receive a
diploma (Crficld, Losen, Wald, &
Swanson, 2004; Rumberger &
Rodriguez, 2002).

Patricia Gandara

Why do Latino students fare so
podrly in school and continue on to
college in such small numbers? Whan
can be done to counteract this trend?
Rescarch during the last several years
provides some answers

Out of Reach

Latino families often lack the social
cafutal that is so essential for students
to gain a foothold in society. In her
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book Home Advantage, Laréau (1989)
described the way middle-class
parents—predominantly whites—
advocate on behalfl of their children
and locare the resources in public
schools to support their children's
success. They know how burcaucra-
cles work, and they have easy access
to people in key decision-making
posts. Lareau showed how this social
capital (s out of reach for lows-income

Pcemm (inartesy of Radney Garaiars



parents and their children.

Parents’ earnings and educa-
tion, two factors closely
related to soctal capital,
predict students’ school
performance and education
atzinment (Puma et al., 1997),
A% far as parent carnings are
concerned, recent census data
show that Latino workers, on
average, earn less than efther
bliacks or whites at almost all
levels of education (U.%
Census Burcau, 2001). Infor-
mation about parent education
is reflected in data that the
College Board collects on the
education backgrounds of
parents of students who are
taking the SAT and planning 1o
go on 1o college. The diffcr-
ences in parent income and
cducation by cthmcity arc
startling, with Latinos Lygging
considerably behind other
groups, Looking at the educa-
tion backgrounds of the
parents of SAT akers, only 1
percent of the white parents
and 5 percent of the black
parents do not have a high
schoaol diploma, compared
with 27 percent of the
Mexican American parcnis,

In addition o family background
factors, Latinos are likely to attend over-
crowided, underfunded urban or rucil
schools in which disproportionate
percentages of weachers are not well
qualified to teach (Rhoads, 2003). The
curriculum in these schools tends Lo e
weitker than that in middle-class
suburhan schools, and Latino shudents
generally have less access to rigorous
coursework and advanced placement
classes (Betts, Rueben, & Dannenberg,
20045, In California—the state with the
largest number of Latino students in the
United States—schools average more
than 850 students for each counselor,
As a result, few students receive
persomal attention geared toward
helping them prepare for college (Cali-
fornia Department of Education, 2003),
Further, approximately half of Latinos in
the Southwest are primarily Spanish

The undereducation of Latino students

constitutes a social and economic

liability for the United States.

speakers who have varying degrees of
English proficiency. Schools in these
areas have been notorously weak in
meeting the needs of English language
leamers. Recent data show that teachers
with one or more English learmers in
their classrooms have had, on average,
only four hours of professional develop-
ment during the last five years that
targets the needs of these students
(Zehler cval., 2003)

Finally, considerable research has
demonsteated the impomance of expec-
tations—both reachers’ and other
adults’ expectations for students and
students’ expectations [or themselves.
Teachers are more likely 1o have lower
expectations for their Lating students
than lor their white students (Romo &
Falbo, 1990, Rosenholtz & Simpson.,
19843, and Latinos are more likely to
have lower expectations for themselves

(Kao & Tienda, 19953, Clus-
tered together in impover
ished schools with weak
curriculums, inexperienced
reachers, and low expecta-
tions, students generally find
schoobwork a waste of ime.
Uintike midedle-class students in
suburban schools, low-income
Latino students rarely, if ever,
discuss avademic wpics or
posisecondiry plans with their
fricnds (Gandarm, O'Hara, &
Gutiérrez, 2004). When they
doy go on to @ postsecondiary
education, they generally
attend a rworvear college and
are unlikely to transfer 1o a
four-year college or gain a
fouryear degree (Giandara &
Chavez, 2003).

Bridging the Gap

The High School Puente
project—the word frente
means drfdee in Spanish—
came about in 1994 in
response 1o these crushing
stutistics, With help from such
groups as the Carnegie Foun-
dation and the DeWitt
Wallace-Reader's Digest Fund,
the project developed as an
offshoot of a4 program serving
45 community colleges in California.
The new model serves 36 California
high schools. Whereas the community
college program has enjoyed enormous
success in facilitating the transfer of
Latino students from twosvear colleges
1o fouryear colleges, the high school
progrim is geared towied moving
students directly from high school 1o
foursyear colleges, where overall
chances for students to cam a college
degree are greaicr.

The High School Puente project
emphasizes three practices: dgorous
instruction in writing and literature;
mentoring that provides missing social
capital and, in some cases, a peer
partner who acts as a guide through the
early transition into high school; and
intensive college prepartony coun-
seling to address student and parent
information deficits. The project overtly
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acknowledges that Latino culture can be
an instructional asset in motivating and
prepraring these students (or college.
Successful professionals from the
students’ Latino community interact
with students and share the ways in
which their roois in thetr Commiumiey
and culture have supported their profes-
sional achievements,

Instruction

Students involved in the program take
twio years of college prepar
tory English in academically
heterogencous classes in St
and 10th grade. A highly
trained Puente teacher
instructs students in the
writing process and in devel
oping writing portolios
Students learn 1o critigue
their writing, assess their
progress, and set high
performance standards for
themselves,

Puente English classes
model the kind of instruc-
tion normally reserved for
gifted or advanced writers,
Students must write daily,
and they receive instruction
in a number of writing
formats: literary analvses,
personal marratives,
community-based reports,
critical essavs, and research
papers. Students maintain writing
folders and select their best work at the
end of the year to create their portfo-
Hos. All students are required to read
between four and 12 books indepen-
dently, above and bevond the books
assigned in class. They hone their
writing skills by working in small
groups and responding 1o one another’s
writing, an cxpericnee that helps them
become better, more critical readers

The teacher also weaves acclaimed
Latino litersiture into the regular 9th and
10th grade literature curriculum,
including such authors as Sandra
Cisneros (The House on Mango Street),
Crary Solo (Living Up the Street), Yicior
Villasenor (Redn of Codel), and Luis
Valdex (Zoof Suif). In one lesson we
abserved, a teacher had students

COMpEre Marriage Arngements in
Shukespeare's Romeo ard Julfet with
those in Laur Esquivel’s Like Waler for
Chocolale.

In interviews and opep-ended gues
tions on annual surveys, students Gk
about their surprise and pride when
they encounter Emous Lating writers
for the first tme. The connections

students drw between their own and
the authors’ expericnces leave an
indelible impreéssion. One student was

nearly brought 1o tears when she read
The Horse cn Mango Streel, which
deals with a young girl’s experience in
the Latino section of Chicago. =1 didn’t
know that Latinos wrote books,” she
saicl, “and that they had experiences like
mine.”

The curriculum also includes
community-hascd folklore and assign-
menis that incorporate parcnis and
other family members and mentors as
sources for resesirch activity, One
petivity Tocuses on offichos, meaning
frreers in Spanish, Eichos are impor-
tant in Latino culture because they serve
as guidelines [ur appropriste behavior
and demonstrate W lessons, A weacher
might ask a student to bring a favorite
elfcho to class and discuss its meaning,
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This is a wonderful opportunity for criti-
Gilly analyzing both language and
culture

Puente teachers receive several
wecks of training each year in Lating
literture, cultural awareness, the
writing process, teaching in hereroge-
neous classrooms, and portfolio assess-
ment. Although some of this training is
provided during a summer instituie,
teachers reccive continual mstructon
throughout the school year ar regularly
scheduled one- and rwo-day
workshops,

Mentoring

A community mentor lialson
seeks out approprile
mentors from the commu-
mity, trins them, and
marches them 1o stmdents in
the program. Mengors repre-
sent successfiul individuals in
various occupations, such as
teachers, lawvers, doctors,
engineers, scientists, and
businesspeople. The mentor
liaison also works with the
counselor to plan and
arrange appropriaie activitics
for mentors and stdents,
such as attending a concen
or community cultural event
As A4 group,

Mentors are encouraged (o
maintain relationships with
students for a minimum of two years,
during which time they should meet
monthly with students, either individuo-
ally or in groups. Mentors are also urged
to micet with the students’ families,
preferably in the student’s homes. Most
students believe that it is important for
mentors o communicate with jrrcnts,
s0 mentors generally need to be able o
speak Spanish. As one young man
noted, “It's important o me that my
mentor explain to my parents the things
I need w do to go to college.”

The mentoring component of Puente
now includes a [RECT [RNTNCTs Progeum,
which pairs Uth graders—and eventually
10th graders—with 11th or 12th graders
whe serve as high school guides, The
peer partners program also provides an
upportunity for younger students (o



meet with older Puente students i oa
closely monitored and structured envi-
ropment. One Yth grader would often
meet his peéer parner in the morning
before school started. Being scen with
an older student gave him status at
schoaol and provided him with a sense
of belonging that was crucial as he
adjusted o high school

Counseling
The counscling component is, in many
wiys, the heart of the Puente program
Counsclors cach have approximately
240 stuclenis across two hugh schodol
sites, less than one-third the normal load
for a counselor in a California high
school. The counselor ensures thai
students are placed in college prepar:
tory classes, that any academic deficien-
cles are quickly addressed, and that
srpdents have the informanon necessany
1 prepire for postsecomndary education
Counscelors also parmicipare in some
Puente classroom activities, such as a
plinncd writing experence or i session
On university addmission TeUIrements.
Counselors arrange for college visits,
field trips, and parent/mentor mectings
and evenrs, Most oversee the Puente
Club—an extrumural arganization in
which students get together for social
events that support their college
preparatory activities, such as car
washes and bake sales 1o help finance
fleld trips

An imporant objective of High

School Puente is strengthening the iden-

tity of the students so they feel empow-
Laged—by their
Lating heritage. The progrm empla-
sizes the imporance of pairing students
with Latino counselors. Drawing from
their own experiences, these coun-
selors can explain o students how they
successtully navigated the road from
high schoal to college to cireer

cred—not disa

Key Findings

I'o test the effectiveness of Puente in
preparing students for postsecondary
cducation, we collected survey data
churing :x four-yesr I‘It'l'ilbll o 2 )
approximaely 1,000 Puente
students across California and 1,000
non-Pucnte students (el of whom

students

were Latina) who were enrolled in the
same classes as the Poente students. We
asked these students about their aspirs
tions, their atttudes toward school, and
their preparation for postsecondary
cducation. (Findings for this large data
set are reported in Gandara, 2002.) We
also followed a matched group of 75
Puente students and 75 non-Puente
Latine students through the tour years

8 The counselor fufluenced their
decision to go o college, Puenie: 58
percent agreed, non-Puente: 22 percent
agreed

u The teacher influenced thedr
decision to go fo colfege. Puente: 37
percent agreed; non-Puente: 23 percent
apreed.

& T cosinselor influenced thefr
gewels. Puente: 34 percent agreed; non

Puente students applied to and attended four-year colleges

at nearly double the rate of the non-Puente students who

began high school with comparable grades and test scores.

ol high school, These students were
matched on age, gender, socioeconomic
status, and Sth grade reading scores and
grade point averiges, At the end of 1.2th
grace, 144 students remained in the
sample. Examining the college-guoing
patterns for these students who loaked
almost exactly alike at the point of entry
intoy high school, we found that the
Puente students from the class of 1998
attended fouryear colleges in much
larger numbers—A43 percent—rthan did
students from the non-Puente group,
whose attendance rate was only 24
percent. A final data collection in 2000
locared 62 students (31 Puente, 31 non-
Puente) from the original sample who
had enrolled in college: Seventy-five
pereent of the Puente students were
continuing in college, comparcd with
535 percent of the non-Puente students

Puente and non-Puente student
responses (0 a number of issues in the
matched sample were highly consistent
with the findings for the larger
statewide group of 2,000 students
Students were asked (o agree or
disagree with the following statements
Their responses revealed the Puente
program’s elfect on student attitudes
and on student preparation for college

m The connselor (nfluenced oy
Daared they worked in sebool. Pucnic: 449
percent agreed; non-Puente: 16 percent
apreed

Puente: 18 percent agreed

u By 12th grade, they bed all the
informuition they necded o apply fo
college. Puente: 82 percent agreed: non-
Puente: 59 percent agreed

These data suggest thar Puenie
teachers and counselors—and the consis
tency of their impact over ime—are
invaluahle components of the progrm.

There is also evidence that some of
the Puente program's results may be
due to students main@ining promercy
friendships at school. School friendships
are an important indicator of student
engagement, and they reduce the likeli-
heood that students will deop out, One of
the ohjectives of the program is to build
i cohornt of students who support one
another and who have high expecta-
tions both for themselves and for others
in the progrum. The program appeirs (o
have mel Ut objective: Forty-two
percent of Puente students—compired
with 32 percent of non-Puente
students—reporntcd having the same
close friends throughout high school. A
significant portion of the Puente
students—two-thinds—also indicared
that they “hung out” with other Puente
students at school,

Going Forward

Students’ academic trajectorics arc sct
carly In the school years (Barr &
Drecben, 1983), For the great majonty
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of students, yearto-vear performance is
highly predictable—in part because
students are relatively consistent in their
performance and in pant because institu-
tions respond 1o specific students in
consistent ways. The starewide sample
of 2,000 students highlighted the differ
ences in Latino and non-Latino students’
experiences with schooling, Nonethe-
less, Puente students had significantly
better outcomes than their non-Puente
peers did: They applicd to and attended
four-year colleges at nearly double the
rate of the non-Puente students who
began high school with comparable
grades and test scores.

Judging from the discussions we have
observed in Puente classrooms, the
program has opened Latino students up
1o new possibilities and insights,
Perhaps these students will find more
enjoyment in reading. Perhaps they will
become more skilled at analyzing
complex issues, And perhaps this
instruction will bear fruit in Puente
students’ college performance. @
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A look at two bigh schoolers shows that bigh expectations and teacher

collaboration encourage students to persist through a challenging curriculum.

llana Horn

AN oncerns about the achieve
Y ment gip have led o cries
".Iu for change in high school
| muthematics. In an effort to

Wa® increase the number of
students who mke advanced math
classes, policymakers have urged raising
graduation requirements, eliminating
remedial courses, and implementing
high-stakes assessnienis. As @ resull,
schodls feel pressured to support alf
students’ success in the college prepara.
tory math curriculum, Yet historically
high attrition from mathematics—ospe-
clally among black, Latino, and Native
American vouth and students of low
socineconomic status—exacerbates this
challenge. How can schools stem the
flow of math dropouls and encourage
students o persevere through a chal-
lenging math curriculum?

High attrition from mathematics is
frequently attributed o either the indi-
vidual characteristics of students or the
low expectations of teachers. Many
teachers believe that such personal
characteristics as innate math ability or
drive to succeed determine who
persists in advanced math classes and
who drops out (Horn, in press;
Ruthven, 19873, Although this explana-
tion has some validity, it places the onus
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of achievement solely on the student,
leaving no role for adult intervention,

The “teacher expectation effect” has
been well documented in education
research (Weinstein, 2002), In the
United States, we place a lot of fuith in
the power of teachers’ expectations,
from President Bush's indicument of
“the soft bigotry of low expectations” to
Hollywood's teacher heroes who buck
the svstem by expecting more of
students whom others have written off,
It is part of our folklore of teaching.

Yet high expectations without the
teaching rools to back them up only
lead to disappointment.

Expectations do not simply reside in
math teachers’ heads and hearts: they
come (o life in the experiences students

supponting these students” long-term
SUCUCSS.

The students 1 am tracking attend
cither Greendale High School,” a
suburban school with mostly white,
middle-class students, or Radlside High
School, which is urban and has an
cthnically diverse student body, During
the last four vears, 1 have used class
room observation, student and teacher
interviews, assessments, and other
kinds of measurements to follow
approximately 400 students as they
progress through their school's math
curriculum The two students T
describe hore are reprosentative of the
math turnarounds at cach school.
Closely examining the experiences of
these girls—one of whom persisted in

How can schools stem the flow of math dropouts?

And can “math turnarounds” stay turned around?

have in mathematics classrooms—and
in their cumulative math-related experi-
ences in school. Imagine, for example, a
math-hating student who feels moti-
vated and successiul working with a
caring, “high expectations” weacher.
What happens to that student’s motiva-
tion once the student moves on Lo i
new teacher? Can “math turnarounds®
stay turned around?

What “Turnarounds”

Can Teach Us

As part of a Stnford University research
study, 1 have been looking at “turm-
around” students in two California high
school math departmems (Boaler, n.d.),
I am currently following rwo groups of
students who entered their first college
preparatory math cliss seemingly unpre-
pared because of prior low achievement
or low test scores in math, yer who
managed o succeed in these classes |
have found that high expectations,
strong clissroom practice, and intensive
collaboration among math teachers in
the high school play a key role in

college prepariory mathematics
despite obstacles and one of whom
returncd 1o remedial math—sheds light
on conditions that help students persist
in advanced math,

A Tale of Two Turnarounds
Gabriclle, a white, middie-class student,
attended Greendale High and ook Inte-
grated Mathematics—her first college
preparatory math class—in her sopho-
more vedar, taught by Ms. Nelson. As a
freshman, Gabrielle had aken a reme-
dlial math course in which, she claime,
“wi didn’t do any real muth.”

Railside High freshman Tamika came
o Ms, Larimer's algebra class with low
scores on a prior est of math achicve-
ment. Tamika, a middle-cliss African
American, remembers that “in Tth
grade, Iwas, like “Aw, | hate math! I'm
never taking this class!"™

Both Gahrielle and Tamika succeeded
in thedr frst year of college prepartory
nmuath, tuming around their achievement
in the subject. That success was
connected o their teachers” high
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expectations and demanding clissroom
practices,

Ms. Nelson, a National Board-certified
twacher who had won 2 national
teaching award, taught her students
through complex problems thi
combined algebra and geometry. She
emphasized student thinking. Students
had o explain their answers, were
prased for asking questions, and were
gently but firmly admaonished when
they did not push themselves. Ms,
Nelson adjusted her eaching to support
student understanding, ver pressed for
Figor.

Ms. Larimer at Railside had similar
high expectations. An answer wis not
an end point in her class: Students had
to justify their reasoning by explaining
wifry their answers made sense. As in
Ms. Nelson's cluss, students debarved and
deliberated mathenutical ideas and
e presentations to their peers.

Bath weachers used instructionil
methods advocated by the Narional
Council of Teachers of Mathematics
(20000, emplusizing mathematical
thinking and problem solving. Both
sustained a mathematically demanding
cnvironment while reaching students
with weak mathematical preparation.

Gabriclle eamed a & in Ms. Nelson's
class and became optimistic about her
ability to succeed in challenging math
classes, She planned o mke the next
iwo courses in the college preparatory
sequence. Tamika, who had staried out
“hating math,” also earned a #. she
described the satisfaction she el as she
learned to waork difficult math problems
with Ms. Larimer: "It makes you feel like
vou're smurt, like you're good at j”

Year Two: A Steeper Climb

To gualify for college, a goal both girs
asprired o, Gabriclle and Tamika cach
necded o succedd in the next college
prepartory math course they took. As |
followed their progress through the
next school vear, | witnessed the chal-
lenges hoth girls faced,

Galbielle
In her second college prep math course,
Giabrielle found herself uncomiormable



being a junior in 4 class filled with
freshmen and sophomores. She
reported her reluctiance (o ask questions
in class, not wanting o look “dumb.”
Gabrielle’s teacher for this class, Ms.
Gillett, was committed to student
learming and had received the same
training that Ms. Nelson had in the
school’s innovative math curriculum.
But subtle differences in Ms. Gillert's
teaching practices hindered Gabriclle's
Progress.

In a class early on in the academic
yuar, lor example, Gabrielle tried
presenting a partial solution toa
problem; along with questions about
the content. Instead of exploring her
questions, as Ms. Nelson would have
done, Ms. Gillett moved the lesson
forward when another student offered
the correct answer, Subsequently,
Cabriclle’s participation and forthright-
ness with questions diminished.
Crabriclle and some of her clasamates
reported feeling that Ms. Gillert taught
“to the smart Kids.”

Gabrielle did not have a good rapport
with Ms. Gillert. It didn't help that Ms.
Gilletr contacted Gabrielle's mother
about her daughter’s “inappropriate
clothing™ without talking to Gabrielle
tirst. Gabriclle eventoally stopped doing
her homework and ultimately earmned a
£ in the course. To finish her math
requirements, she retreated o the reme-
dial trick for her senior year,

Tamika

Tamika also encountered obstacles in

her progress through the advanced

miath curriculum. As she noted,
My freshman vear, 1 loved algebra, It
wils 50 easy. It was one of my
favorite classes. | was hike, “Yes! |
can’t belicve I'm doing this good in
nath!™ And then [ got 1o geometry,
and T was like, “Ahhht”

In Railside's geometry classes, as in
its algebra classes, students worked in
groups and were asked to explain their
thinking—hut two important differ-
ences caughe Tamika off guard. First,
the curriculum moved at a faster pace.
Ms, Larimer's algebra classes met 940
minutes daily for two semesters, but

Expectations do not simply reside in math teachers' heads:

they come to life in the experiences students have in

mathematics classrooms—and in their cumulative

math-related experiences in school.

Tamika's geometry class met 90 minutes
daily for only ane semester, requiring
the teacher to cover materinl more
quickly. Second, students were
expected 1o be more responsible for
thelir learning in the geomerry class, In
the algebra classes, teachers kept
students inside during lunch or afer
school o complete any unfinished
homework, whereas Railside's geom-
ctry teachers did not take such strong
measures. Tamika expluned,
Geometry was one of those clisses
that was like, if you don't get ir,
come get help. That was when 1 was
Lazy. | didn't want to come get help.

After receiving 4 B- for the first hall
of geometry, Tamika ended the course
with a /2, earning credit but not a
promation to the next math class, She
retook the second half of the class and
had varying test scores and homework
grades. During Tamika’s strugple
through geometry, her reachers (Ms,
Watson and Ms. Murphy) regularly
discussed the best way to supporn her,
trequently planning together and
abserving in each other's classrooms,
Her geometry teachers also communi-
cated with Tamika's parents and Ms.
Larimer about her. Ms. Watson and Ms,
Murphy both held high expectations of
their students and were committed to
helping each student achieve excel
lence.

Despite a more concerted effort on
her pant, however, Tamika did poorly on
# major test at the end, again earning a
D, After Tamika's two inconsistent
performances, her geometry teachers
eviluated her work and decided o allow
her o attempt advanced algebra, the
next class in the curmiculum. She eamed
a i in the first semester and a € in the

second semester of advanced algebri. In
her senior vear, Tamika carmned a B+ in
precaleulus. a course that exceeds
college entry requirements.

What Helped Tamika Persist?
Why did Tamika stay turned around as a
math student whereas Gabrielle eventu-
ally gave up? The girls started with
similar aptitudes and attitudes toward
miath, and both worked with teachers
who had high expectations. 1 believe
that four factors—three of which point
beyond classroom practice to aspects of
the way cach school’s math department
wiis organized —supported Tamika's
SUCCess.

Hiph expectations built into the
crerviculm, Greendale separates its
students into i college prepasitory and
a non-college preparatory track,
whereas Railside places all students into
a college preparatory track. In a sense,
high expectations are built it Kail-
side's mithematics curriculum: Al
students must succeed in advanced
Classes, Unlike Gabriclle, Tamika had no
remedial track to Bl back on when she
encountered challenges.

Scheduling thai facilitates a second
chanee, Greendale’s block scheduling
meant that classes met [or double
periods every other day, yearround. In
contrast, Railside uses a block schedule
that requires most classes 1o meet for 90
minutes g day for hall of the academic
vear. This schedule enables Railsice
students (o ke more Courses per year.
If they encounter filure, as Tamika did,
they can quickly retake a course
without getting off their grade level.
Crabrielle did not have this option,

Teacher collaboration. Greendale's
Ms. Nelson described herself as a “lone
woll,”™ teaching with inconsistent



support from her departmental
colleagues. If Ms. Gillett and Ms. Nelsan
had had opporunities 1o discuss in
depth their observations of students and
their teaching methods, perhaps
Gabrielle would not have felt so unwel-
come in Ms, Gillett's class, In contrast,
math teachers at Railside prided them-
selves on working collectively 1o teach
rigorous mathematics. The teachers
observed one another's classes and met
weekly 1o plan lessons, design assess-
ments, and consult about classroom
challenges. They remained aware of one
another's expectations for students,
which minimized jolting variations as
students moved from teacher Lo
teacher,

Awareness of status (ssues, Gabriclle
felt stigmarized in Ms. Gillett's college
preparatory nuth class as an offgrade-
level student who was not seen as one
of “the smart Kids, ™ Ms. Gillett did not
address Gabrielle's insecurity, Railside
muth teachers, on the other hand.

worked consciously 10 change students’
sense of mathematical incompetence to
one of competence. Teachers often
contacted parents to well them of
students” positive performances; Ms,
Larimer did so with Tamika in the year
she taught her: These reachers adopred
the use of Complex Instruction (Cohen
& Lotan, 1997), an approach that delils-
ermtely addresses differences in
acidemic status. They often “assigned
competence,” or publicly acknowl-
edged the intellectual contributions of
low-status students, as demonstrated in
this exchange:

Mr. R.: | heard several people say that

it equals negative

Dorerra; No, because 3's not a
number.

Mr, K: Very good, Did vou all hear
what Donna said?

This strategy helps students
reimagine not anly their awn but also
their peers’ potential
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I comsider the weachers” Improvement.
oriented collaboration at Railside to be
the most important fctor leading 1o
Tamika's success—and one that all math
teachers should strive to emulate in
their own schoaols. Some teachers relish
the independence they feel once class:
room doors are closed, But if we are to
stop struggling students from dropping
out of advanced math chisses when the
path becomes steep. teachers must
coordinate their expectations, their
knowledge of students, and—to some
cxtent=—their teaching pructices, Just as
it takes 0 whole village to raise a child, it
takes a whole mathematics department
to raise the achievement of students like
Gabrielle and Tamika B

'All names of schools and individuals
are pseudonyms.
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