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Achievement 
Gap Widening, 
Study Reports 

Progress of Minority 
Students Has Stalled 

By Lynn Olson 
Wasiiington 

The achievement gap between white 
and minority students is widening 

again after decades of progress, warns a 
comprehensive analysis of the 50 states 
that is scheduled to be released this week. 

"The fact that progress in minority 
achievement has stopped at a time when 
minonties comprise a growing portion of 
the student population should sound a 
wake-up call to the whole country," the re­
port by the Education Trust says. The 
Washington-based nonprofit organization 
directs its efforts toward closing the per­
formance gap between children from poor 
and minority families and their more ad­
vantaged peers. 

Relying primarily on existing data, re­
searchers gathered for the first time in­
formation from a multitude of sources to 
present an unusually blunt picture of the 
ways individual states treat their neediest 
students. 

•We want to provide honest data for local 

people to begin discussions in 
their own communities about 
what's wrong and how to fix it," 
Kati Haycock, the director of the 
Education Tnxst, said in an inter­
view. "Our silence aa a profession 
•dbout these numbera haa let poli­
cymakers and others off the hook 
because we've allowed them to be­
lieve that these kids are doing as 
well as can be expected." 

The report ranks states and the 
District of Columbia on 17 critical 
indicators, from the test scores of 
students by race and ethnicity to 
the spending disparities between 
school districts. 
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It argues that states and com­
munities should set the same high 
expectations for adl their students, 
offer them an equally challenging 
curriculum, and sharpen their 
focus on the quality of teaching 
and the materials available to 
teachers. 

Large Gap Remains 

Between 1970 and 1988, the re­
port notes, minority students 
made dramatic gains in achieve­
ment while the performance of 
white students remained rela­
tively flat. 

During that time, the difference 
in performance between white 
and Afiican-American studenta on 
the National Assessment of Edu­
cational Progress—which testa a 
representative sample of studenta 
nationwide—narrowed by about 
one-half The gap between white 
and Latino students closed by 
one-third. 

But beginning in 1988, the 
progress stopped. And in some 
subjects and some grades the gap 
Ijegan to yawn once again. 

Today, Afiican-American, Latino, 
and Native American students 
perform well below whites in all 
subjects and at all grade levels. 

Similar achievement gaps per­
sist into coUege. A national assess­
ment of adult literacy shows that 
black and Latino college gradu­
ates also perform well below their 
white peers. 

But underachievement is not 
limited to poor and minority chil­
dren, the report points out. The 
performance of most U.S. stu­
dents falls well t>elow the compe­
tency levels set by .NAEP for stu­
dents in each grade and subject. 

T u l l of Inequities' 

The report argues that poor 
and minority children are not 
performing as well as they could 
because the deck is stacked 
against them in too many states 
and districts. 

"In fact." it concludes we have 
constructed an educational sys­
tem so ful l of inequities that it 
actually exacerbates the chal­
lenges of race and poverty, rather 
than ameliorates them. Simply 
put, we take students who have 
less to begin with and give them 
less in school, too." 

The report. Education Watch: 
The 1996 Education Trust State 
and National Data Bonk, docu­
ments the following dispanties; 

• Poor and minority studenii 

are less likely than their more 
advantaged peers to be in classes 
taught by teachers who majored 
in their fields. 

In the 1990-91 school year, for 
example, only 42 percent of math 
classes in high schools with more 
than 50 percent minority enroll­
ments were taught by teachers 

who were math majors. By com­
parison, in high schools with few 
minority students—less than 15 
percent of enrollment—69 percent 
of math classes were taught by 
math majors. 

More than two-thirds of black 
and Latino students attend 
schools with predominantly mi­
nority enrollments. 

• In schools where more than 30 
percent of the students are poor, 
59 percent of teachers report 
that they lack sufficient books 
and other reading resources. 
Only 16 percent of teachers in 
more affluent schools report such 
shortages. 

• Poor and minority students 
are more likely to be taught a 
low-level curriculum with low 
standards for performance. Only 
one in four students from low-in­
come families is placed in a col­
lege-preparatory sequence of 
courses. Poor and minority stu­
dents are overrepresented m less 
challenging general and voca­
tional education programs. 

• Roughly 55 out of every 100 
white and Asian-American stu­
dents complete algebra I I and 
geometry. Only 35 percent of 
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African-American and Native 
Amenuan seniors take this math. 
Although one of every four white 
seniors takes physics, only one in 
si.x black seniors, and one in 
seven Latino seniors, completes 
this course. 

• Blacks complete high school at 
roughly the same rate as their 
white peers. About 83 percent of 
black Americans have earned a 
high school diploma or its equiva­
lent by age 24. But only 60 per­
cent of Latino students nationally 
eam a diploma. 

• Blacks are much less likely 

than whites to go to college. For 
every 100 white Americans, 
nearly 60 attend college and 25 
eam a bachelor's degree. Only 40 
percent of blacks attend college, 
and just 12 percent eam a bach­
elor's degree by age 30. Only one 
in 10 Latinos earns a degree by 
that age. 

Raising Standards Helps 

The Education Trust argues 
that the lack of explicit stan­
dards for American education 
contributes to such dispeirities. In 
the absence of national academic 
standards, there is wide varia­
tion in what schools and districts 
expect young people to learn. 
Typically, schools serving the 
poorest students have the lowest 
expectations. 

The report cites several exam­
ples of schools and school sys­
tems that are proving that poor 
and minority youngsters can 
excel i f they are taught at high 
levels. 

"Fortunately, there are some 
schools and districts that are re­
sponding to the needs of their 
poor and minority students, not 
by lowering standeirtis, but by ac­
celerating leaming," it says. 

Five years ago, for example, the 
Providence, R.I., district began re­
quiring that all students take 
higher-level mathematics as part 
of the College Board's Equity 
2000 initiative. Today, 97 percent 
of Latino and African-American 
students there take algebra, com­
pared with only 37 percent of 
black students and 27 percent of 
Hispanic students in 1991. 

Some states provide disadvan­
taged studenta with better teach­
ers and a more challenging cur­
riculum than others do, the report 
says. For example: 

• In Tennessee, 23 percent of 
public K-12 students were black 
in 1992, and 24 percent of stu­
dents in Advanced Placement 
mathematics and science courses 
were African-American. In Vir­
ginia, 26 percent of public K-12 

students were black, but only 
7 percent of students in A P. 
mathematics and science courses 
were black. 

• In New York State in 1992, 20 
percent of public K-12 students 
were Afncan-Americans, and 20 
percent of students m gifted-and-
talented progrzuns were black. In 
Mississippi, 51 percent of public 

K-12 students were black, but 
African-Americans made up only 
7 percent of those in gifted-and-
talented programs. 

For past stories and related Web 
links, chck on This Week's Links 
at httpy/www.edweek.org. 



Notes f o r Press b r i e f i n g on long term trends 

Two general observations and then four s p e c i f i c , important p o i n t s . 

1. F i r s t ; About the t e s t s themselves: Administered i n the Spring of 
1994 -- w i t h my tongue f i r m l y i n my cheek remind you t h a t C l i n t o n 
i n i t i a t i v e s not passed u n t i l l a t e r on i n 1994: f i r m l y expect t h a t 
the two year r e s u l t s would have been very d i f f e r e n t and f a r more 
p o s i t i v e had G200 and T i t l e I changes been i n e f f e c t f o r the two 
years between 1992 and 1994. Second, t e s t s are p r i m a r i l y basic 
s k i l l s -- stayed the same since 1970s. Eg. Do not r e f l e c t 
c a l c u l u s , advanced science. OK f o r e a r l y and middle grades. 

2. Dr. Forgione emphasized two general conclusions from the 
data: one conclusion was the s t a b l i t y i n scores from 1992 - 1994 
(expect t h i s ) -- two year changes a l i t t l e l i k e the t r a c k i n g p o l l s . 
Need t o look at trends. Other conclusion was the s t a b i l i t y over 
time -- a c t u a l l y q u i t e a b i t up though only a small amount. (8 of 
9 up f o r science, math and reading) This d i r e c t l y c o n t r a d i c t s much 
conventional wisdom which has achievement going t o h e l l i n a 
handbasket. See Table 1. 

More s p e c i f i c p o i n t s r e l a t e t o longer term trends: f o r there are 
a number of s t o r i e s i n these data. 

1. Over time the p o p u l a t i o n has changed: poverty up, LEP students 
up, s i n g l e parent f a m i l i e s up - - many out-of-school i n d i c a t o r s t h a t 
t y p i c a l l y p r e d i c t lower achievement have increased. This argueably 
makes i t more d i f f i c u l t f o r schools t o keep achievement up. 
Moreover the dropout r a t e i s down --a greater v a r i e t y of students 
are i n the l a t e r grades i n school which also can depress averages. 
YET THE SCHOOLS STAYED LEVEL OR IMPROVED!!!1! 

2. Two b i g trends i n the long-term data a c t u a l drop from e a r l y 
70s t o e a r l y 80s -- then a climb from e a r l y 80s i n t o the 90s. 
(Look at Figure I e s p e c i a l l y f o r science and math. Figure I . What 
was i t about the 80s? REFORMS STARTED - RILEY, CLINTON, NATION AT 
RISK IN 83. MORE CHALLENGING COURSES, TEACHER INCENTIVES, ETC. 
STATISTICALLY SIGNIFICANT GAINS AT ALL GRADE LEVELS FOR MATH AND 
SCIENCE. 

3. There i s also a second s t o r y w i t h i n the trends: Since the 
e a r l y 70s and i n t o th.e l a t e 80s there were s u b s t a n t i a l increases i n 
by A f r i c a n - American and Hispanic American students i n math, 
science and reading. (See Table I ) . What t h i s Table does not show 
i s t h a t since the very l a t e 80s some of the gains made by these 
groups have eroded. (See other paper) Figure 2 presents the data 
as a comparison between black and white Americans. Note drop i n 
d i f f e r e n c e from very e a r l y 70s t o 1986-88 f o r a l l ages f o r sicence, 
math and reading. 
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Trends in Differences in Average Scale Scores Between 
Racial/Ethnic Groups of Students and Between Males 
and Females 

As noted earlier, one of the national education goals emphasizes increases in 
students' academic achievement.^ A stated objective of this goal is that the 
performance distribution for minority students will more closely reflect that 
of the student population as a whole. In some subject areas, results indicated 
progress toward meeting this goal. Trends in the differences between 
average scores for subgroups of students are reported in this section.'̂  

Differences between White and Black Students. Trend analyses of the 
differences between White and Black students' average scale scores at each 
age revealed an overall pattern of narrowing gaps in mathematics and 
reading, resulting in a smaller gap between White and Black students in 1994 
than in the first trend assessment. (The 1971 and 1994 gaps for 13-year-olds in 
reading were not significantly different.) However, there was some indicahon 
that the gap has increased since the late 1980s for 13-year-olds in mathematics 
and for all ages in reading (see Figure 2). The gap between White and Black 
students in science scores has decreased for 9- and 17-year-olds. However, for 
17-year-olds the gap was not significantly different in 1994 than in 1969. At 
age 13, the gap between White and Black students in science scores decreased 
slightly until 1986. Since that time it returned to a level not significantly 
different from that in 1970. The gap between White and Black students' 
average writing scores has remained relatively stable since 1984 at each 
grade. Despite a narrowing of the gap between the average performance of 
White and Black students in three of the four subject areas assessed, in 1994 
White students at all three ages or grades had average scores in each subject 
area that were higher than the average scores of Black students. 

•^Cxoculivc Office of UIL' IVcsidciU, Nnlioiiiil Coal̂  for F.dtiaUioii. (Wnsliiiigton, DC: Covcrnmonl Printing 

Office, 1990). 

'•Complete results for various subgroups in encli .issessmenl year are presented in the NAEP 79.94 Trciuif in 

Aadciiik Progress. 



Figure 2 
Trends in Differences in Average Scale Scores of White and Black Students Across Subject Area: 

S C I E N C E 
Dif ference in Average Scale Scores 
on the NAEP Trend Scale: Wh i t e 
Minus Black 

AGE 17 

1994 

1992 

1990 

1986 

1982 

1977 

1973 

1970 

1994 

1992 

1990 

1986 

1982 

1977 

1973 

1970 

A C E 13 

-• ' t3(-1.3) 

- • 4 3 ( 2 . 9 ) 

•38(3.2) 

» 38(2.9)t 

-•40(1.7)1 

•48(2 .5) 

•53(2.5) 

•49(2 .5) 

AGE 9 

•• 39(2.2)1 

-• 39(2.9)1 

-•41(2.1)1 

>36(2.2)t 

- • 4 2 ( 3 6)1 

•55(2 .0) -

• 5 5 ( 2 . 1 ) -

, 57 (2 .1 ) -

M A T H E M A T I C S 
Dif ference in Average Scale Scores 
on the NAEP Trend Scale: Wh i t e 
IVIinus Black 

AGE 17 
1994 • •49(3.5) 1994 
1992 • •48(3.5) 1992 
1990 • •48(4.6) 1990 
1986 •45(3.3) 1986 
1982 • •58(2.0) 1982 
1977 • 57(1 .7) 1978 
1973 ^54(1.7) 1973 
1969 • 54(1.7) 

1994 

1992 

1990 

1986 

1982 

1978 

1973 

1994 

1992 

1990 

1986 

1982 

1978 

1973 

-10 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 

— • 2 7 ( 2 . 1 ) 1 

- • 26(2 .4 )1 

• 21 (3 .0 )1 

— • 2 9 ( 2 . 3 ) 1 

• 3 2 ( 1 . 5 ) 1 

• 3 8 ( 1 . 6 ) -

• 4 0 ( 1 . 7 ) -

AGE 13 

^ 2 9 ( 3 7)1 

• 2 9 ( 2 . 1 ) 1 

• 2 7 ( 2 . 6 ) 1 

- • 2 4 ( 2 . 6 ) 1 

• 3 4 ( 1 . 9 ) 1 

^ 4 2 ( 2 1) -

• 4 6 ( 2 . 1 ) -

AGE 9 

— • 25(1.8)1 

• 27(2.2) 

• 27(2.4) 

— • 25(2 .0 )1 

• 29(2.0) 

• 3 2 ( 1 . 5 ) -

• 3 5 ( 2 . 1 ) -

R E A D I N G 
Dif ference in Average Scale Scores 
o n the NAEP Trend Scale: Wh i te 
M inus Black 

1994 

1992 

1990 

1988 

1984 

1980 

1975 

1971 

1994 

1992 

1990 

1988 

1984 

1980 

1975 

1971 

1994 

1992 

1990 

1988 

1984 

1980 

1975 

1971 

AGE 17 

• 30(4 .2 )1 

• 37(2 .5 )1 

•29(2.6)1 

— • 2 0 ( 2 . 7 ) 1 

• 3 1 ( 1 . 3 ) 1 

- • 5 0 ( 2 . 0 ) -

- • 5 2 ( 2 . 1 ) -

- • 5 3 ( 2 . 0 ) -

AGE 13 

^ 3 1 ( 2 . 7 ) 

•29(2 .7) : 

— ^ 2 1 ( 2 4)*1 

- • 1 8 ( 2 . 6 ) - l 

• 2 6 ( 1 . 1 ) 1 

• 32(1 .6 )1 

• 3 6 ( 1 . 4 ) 

• 39(1.4) 

ACE 9 

-10 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 

- • 33 (2 .6 )1 

- • 33 (2 4)1 

— • 3 5 ( 3 . 2 ) 

• 29 (2 .8 )1 

- • 32(1 .3 )1 

- • 32(1 .9)1 

— • 35(1 .4 )1 

• 4 4 ( 1 . 9 ) -

"1 I — \ — I — I — I — h 
-10 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 

WR I T ! N G 
Dif ference in Average Scale Scores 
on the NAEP Trend Scale: Wh i t e 
Minus Black 

1994 

1992 

1990 

1988 

1984 

1994 

1992 

1990 

1988 

1984 

1994 

1992 

1990 

1988 

1984 

GRADE 11 

- • 2 4 ( 2 . 7 ) 

• 3 1 ( 3 . 5 ) 

- • 2 5 ( 2 . 6 ) 

« 2 1 ( 3 . 2 ) 

— • 2 7 ( 4 . 1 ) 

GRADE 8 

— • 2 7 ( 3 . 7 ) 

• 2 1 ( 4 . 2 ) 

- • 2 3 ( 2 . 8 ) 

« 2 3 ( 3 . 8 ) 

- • 2 5 ( 6 . 1 ) 

GRADE 4 

- • 4 2 ( 3 . 6 ) 

- • 4 2 { 4 . 1 ) 

- • 4 0 ( 5 . 7 ) 

- • 4 2 ( 5 . 1 ) 

> 29(5.4) 

"1 I I — I — I — I — h 
-10 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 

• s ta t i s t i ca l l y s ign i f i can t d i f f e r e n c e f r o m 1994, at a 5 percent c o m b i n e d s i gn i f i cance leve l pe r sot o f c o m p a r i s o n s . 

t S ta t is t i ca l ly s ign i f i can t d i f f e r e n c e f r o m the i n i t i a l as.sessment year in each subject . T h e s t a n d a r d e r ro rs ,,f the e s l i m i i n H Hi f f , . . • , 

S O U R C E : N a t i o n a l Cen te r for E d u c a t i o n Stat is t ics, N a t i o n a l A.ssessmen, o f E d u c a t i o n a l Progress ( N A E P ) , 1994 L o n g - T e r m T r e n d As.sessment. 



Differences between White and Hispanic Students. Trend analyses 
of the differences between White and Hispanic students' average scale 
scores revealed an overall pattern of narrowing gaps for 17-year-olds in 
mathematics and reading, and for eleventh graders in writing. A similar 
pattern was observed for 13-year-olds in science and mathematics (see 
Figure 3). However, there was some indication that the trend of narrowing 
gaps reversed during recent assessments for 17-year-olds in reading and for 
13-year-olds in science and mathematics. When differences between White 
and Hispanic students in the first assessment were compared to those in the 
most recent assessment, only one instance of a statistically significant change 
was revealed: the difference between White and Hispanic 13-year-olds' 
mathematics scores in 1994 was smaller than that observed in the first 
assessment. In 1994 the average scores of White students at all three ages 
or grades were higher than the average scores of Hispanic students in all 
subject areas. 



Figure 3 
Trends in Differences in Average Scale Scores of White and Hispanic Students Across Subject Areas 

SCI EN.CE· 
Difference in Average Scale Scores 
on the NAEP Trend Scale: White 
Minus Hispanic 

4 
92 

199 
19 
19 
19 
19 
19 

90 
86 
82 
77 

19 
19 
19 
19 
19 
19 

94 
92 
90 
86 
82 

19 
19 
19 
19 
19 
19 

77 

94 
92 
90 
86 
82 
77 

AGE17 
_45(6.9) 

- 34(5.8) 

-40(4.5) 

38(4. l) 

-44(2.5)! 

: 35(2. 3) 

AGE 13 
- 34(2.6) 

30(2.8)1 

: 33(2.7)1 

: 33(3.4) 

- 32(4.0) 

-43(2. l) 

AGE9 
- 39(3.0) 

34(3.0) 

-31(2.4) 

33(3.3) 

- 40(4.6) 

: 38(2.8) 

I I 

-10 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 

MATHEMATICS 
Difference in Average Scale Scores 
on the NAEP Trend Scale: While 
Minus Hispanic 

AGE17 
1994 22(3.9) 

1992 20(2.8)1 

1990 26(3.1) 

1986 24(3 0) 

1982 27(2.0) 

1978 30(2.4) 

1973 33(2.5) 

AGE 13 
1994 25(2. l )I 

1992 20(2.0)1 

1990 22(2.1)1 

1986 19(3.2)1 

1982 22(1 9)1 

1978 34(2. l )" 

1973 35(2.4)" 

AGE9 
1994 27(2.5) 

1992 23(2.5) 

1990 21(2.3) 

1986 22(2 3) 

1982 20(1.7) 

1978 21(2.4) 

1973 23(2.6) 

-10 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 

READING 
Difference in Average Scale Scores 
on the NAEP Trend Scale: White 
Minus Hispanic 

AGE17 
1994 33(5.2) 

1992 26(3.9)1 

1990 22(3.8)1 

1988 24(4.4)' 

1984 27(2.4)' 

1980 31(2.9) 

1975 41 (3.6) 

AGE 13 
1994 30(2.2) 

1992 27(3.7) 

1990 25(2.5) 

1988 21 (3.6) 

1984 23(1.8) 

1980 27(2. l) 

1975 30(3 l) 

AGE9 
1994 32(4. l) 

1992 26(3.2) 

1990 28(2.6) 

1988 24(3.8) 

1984 30(2.3) 

1980 31(2.4) 

1975 34(2 4) 

I I I 
-10 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 

•Statistically significant difference from 1994, at a 51x'rcent combined significance level per set of comparisons. 

WRITING ·\ 
Difference in Average Scale Seo 
on the NAEP Trend Scale: Whit· 
Minus Hispanic 

GRADE 11 
1994 19(4.2) 

1992 21(4.0) 

1990 16(2 9)1 

1988 22(4.6) 

1984 38(6.8) 

GRADES 
1994 21(3.6) 

1992 14(2.5) 

1990 16(3.2) 

1988 19(2.8) 

1984 25(6.8) 

GRADE 4 
1994 26(3.5) 

1992 27(4.0) 

1990 27(4.6) 

1988 25(4.0) 

1984 22(6.1) 

-10 0 10 20 30 40 50 60 i 

1 Statistically signific<1nt diffcrcnce from the initial assL'ssment year in each subject. The standard errnrs of the estimated differences in scale scores appear i 
parentheses. ll can be said with 95-percent certainty that for mch population of mterest, the value for the whole population is within plus or minus two 
standard errnrs fnr the sample. In comparing two estimates, one must use the standard error of the difference. 

SOURCE: National Center for Education Statistics, National Assessment nf Educational Progress (NAEI''), 1994 Long-Term Trend Assessment. 
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National Dropout Rates 
Freshman to Sophomore Year 

by 
Type and Selectivity of Institution 

PUBLIC 
Self-Reporled 

Associate BA Admissions Sefectlvlty 

Highly Selective Mean%= NA 12A 
.,,. = . 5 

•so= 5JJ 

Selective Mean%= 1.0 16.9 
N= 1 10 

*SD= 4.9 

· Tradilfonal Mean%= 25.7 36.4 
N= 22 17 

.. SD: 9.5 7.7 

Libera I Mean%= 4D.9 33.1 
N= 47 17 

•SD= 13.9 9.4 

Open Mean%= 48.3 43...8 
N= 714 23 

•SD:; 15.5 14.3 

Number of lnstflutlons 784 72 

I 

• Slandatd Deviation 
Source: Campiled from ACf lnstltutlcnal Data Fie, 1996. 

UA PhD 
I 

11.7 9.7 
3 20 

3.1 4.1 

22.9 20.5 
42 73 
7.1 8.2 

29.9 28.3 
114 - 70 
8.8 7.3 

.3S.3 33.9 
~ 20 
9.4 10.4 

40.9 36.5 
31 13 

12.9 6.0 

230 196 
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National Dropout Rates 

Freshman to Sophomore Yea 
by 

Type al Institution . 

Degree Level/Control N Mean% S.D.* 

Two-year PUblic 784 47.2 15.8 

Two-year Private 170 31.1 18.5 

BA/BS Public 72 33.6 14.4 

BA/BS Private 503 29.2 15.9 

MA/1st Prorl Pubic 230 31.3 11.1 

llA/1 st Prof I Private 464 25.0 12.0 

PhD Public 196 24.6 10.5 

PhD Private 145 17.4. 13.0 

Number of Institutions 2564 

-standard DeUdlon 
Source: Compiled from ACT lnslitutJonaf Dara Fie, 1996. 
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National Dropout Rates 

Freshman to Sophomore Year 
by 

Admissions .Selectivity 
for Institutions Reporting Cut-off Scores 

Selectivity level 

Highly selective 

Selective 
Traditional 
Liberal 

Open 
Number of lnsututions 

-Standard DevlaUon 

Typical Test Scores 

ACT SAT 

27-31 1220 -1380 
22-27 1030 -1220 

20-23 950-1070 

18-21 870-990 

17-20 830-950 

Source: Caq>lfed from ACT lnstnuttonal Data Fiie. 1996. 

N 

118 

401 
699 

415 
927 

2560 

Mean S.D.* 
% 

8.7 5.2 

18.7 8.1 

27.8 11.3 

35.2 14..3 

46.3 16.2 

© 1996. The American College Testing Program.. All Rights Reserved. 
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Self-Reported 
Admissions Selectfvfty 

Highly Sefeclf've 

Selective 

Tradition al 

Uberal 

Open 

Number ot Institutions 

-standanl DevfaUon 

National Dropout Rates 
Freshman to Sopho111ore Year 

by 
Type and Selectivity ot Institution 

PRIVATE 

Associate BA 

Mean%= 8.0 8.A 
N= 1 29 

•so= 6.1 

Mean%·= 6.7 17.5 
N= 3 10() 

~D= 11.5 8.3 

Mean~= 26A 28.9 
N: 27 172 

~D= 21.1 13.1 

Mean%= 30.7 3&.3 
N: 86 132 

-SD: 16.5 14.1 

Mean%= 36.0 42.8 
N= 53 67 
•so~ 19.1 16.4 

170 500 

SolR'Ce: Compiled from AC:f lnstltu11onaJ Data Fie, 1996. 

MA PhD 

10.4 7.0 
20 40 
5.3 4.B 

19.1 15.9 
119 53 
7.3 7.8 

26.1 24.2 
236 41 
10.S 10.0 

33..& 37.7 
67 6 

15.0 10.1 

31.3 43.0 
22. 4 

14.6 . 37 .. 8 

464 144 
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National Graduation* Rates 
by 

Type of Institution and Level ol Selectivity 
Public 

Self-Reported 
Associate Admissions Selectivity BA 

Highly selective Mean%: 72.6 
N: NA 5 

"SD= 12.5 

Selective Mean%= 85.0 64..8 
N= 1 ·10 

HSD: NIA 11.B 

Tradltlonal Mean%= 39.4 48.7 
- N= 22 11 

.. SD= 21.2 19.4 

Uberal Mean%= 48.1 34..1 
N= 48 14 

**SD= 22A 16.0 

Open Mean%= 35.2 31.I 
N= 751 11 

' : 
"SD= 20.7 12.2 

Nttmber of lnsUtuUons 822 51 

-Graduatfon in 3 years far Associate Deg111e; 5 years for BNBS 
MStandanl Devfallon 
Source: Compfled from the ACT lnstltutlanal Data Fife, 1996. 

MA 

65.7 
3 

15.0 

44.4 
41 

18.& 

43.5 
1D9 
13.6 

34.4 
35 

14.2 

34.4 
23 

14..9 

211 

l 
PhD 

73.3 
22 

13.0 

52.7 
73 

16.1 

39.7 
61 

13.9 

33..9 
18 

20.9 

31.1 
12 

15.0 

166 
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National Graduation* Rates 
by 

Type of lnstituUon and Level ot Selectivity 
Private 

Self-Re paned 
Adnjsslon SelectiYfty Associate BA 

Hrgf11y serective . Mean%= 83..3 
N= NA 29 

"SD= 11.D 

Selective Mean%= 85.D 66..7 
! N= 4 95 

·"SD= 12.9 12.3 

TradlUonal Mean%= 71.0 53.6 
N= 25 148 

·MSI): 16.3 16.0 

Uberat Mean%= 62.5 42.8 
N:1 93 102 

••so= 21.3 18.8 

Open Mean%= 59.2 40.0 
N: 50 49 

"SD: 23..4 18.3 

Number ot institutions 172 423 

•Graduation In 3 years for Associate Degree: 5 years for BA/BS 
MStandard Devlallon 
Soun:e: Co1111Jlled fro111 the ACT lnstftutional Data Ale, 1996. 

MA 

78.6 
20 
9.0 

63-6 
115 
11.6 

54.8 
215 
14-8 

45.S 
SB 

19.3 

46.4 
17 

18.0 

425 

l 
PhD . 
83.1 
40 

10.7 

66.1 
54 

13.0 

56.9 
43 

16.1 

42..0 
6 

17.9 

35..5 
4 

12.8 

! 
147 
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Author: Dan Madzelan at WDCA09 
Date: 8/1/96 3:05 PM 
Priority: Normal 
TO: Daniel Goldenberg at WDCT01 
TO: Kenneth Tolo at WDCT02 
CC: Sally Kirkgassler at WDCA02 
CC: Francine Picoult at WDCA02 
Subject: Re: ACT Report on College Dropouts 

Message Contents ------------------------------------

Ken ... 

I think this report is a little light which is disturbing because ACT 
used to have some heavyweight analysts. That said, I think the 
information they reported is similar to what we already know (or at 
least think we know) . 

The ACT "report" appears to consist of six tables -- 2 for graduation 
rates and 4 for dropout rates -- with precious little description. 
However, the tables are sourced as "Compiled from ACT Institutional 
Data File, 1996" which indicates to me that the grad/dropout rates are 
national averages of instituional rates (reported to ACT in summary 
fashion) rather than national averages of student-level behavior 
(which I'm guessing ACT can't get because of FERPA considerations). 
This approach is probably OK if the institutional rates are somehow 
weighted by enrollment (you don't want bad dropout rates at a few 
small schools to mask good graduation rates at a few big schools), but 
there's no indication ACT did this. 

ACT's analyses of both national graduation (AA within 3 years, BA/BS 
in 5 years) and dropout (1st to 2nd year) rates consists of 2,564 
institutions divided among 40 cells: self-reported admissions 
selectivity (5) by institutional sector (8). Selectivity categories 
are (1) highly selective, (2) selective, (3) traditional, (4) liberal, 
and (5) open. There's a table that shows typical ACT and SAT test 
scores for these types (e.g. SAT between 1220 and 1380 for "highly 
selective" to 830 and 950 for "open"). The 8 sectors are public and 
private (1) 2-year, (2) BA/BS only, (3) Master's/1st professional, and 
(4) PhD-granting. 

As you'd expect, the graduation and dropout rates get better as 
instituional admissions selectivity increases. 

For example, BA/BS attainment at "highly selective" schools exceeds 
80% for privates and around 70% for publics; it's around 2/3 for all 
"selective" schools. Even at the least selective, i.e. "open 
admissions," 4-year schools the graduation rate is approximately 40% 
and 30% for privates and publics, respectively. (ACT provides cell 
totals not table totals, i.e., they don't provide an overall 
graduation rate for all selectivity categories combined.) 

Dropout rates for ''highly selective" 4-years are a little less than 
10% for privates and around 12% for publics. Rates for "traditional", 
"liberal" and "open" publics range from 33% to 44% and 29% to 43% for 
privates. 

Earlier this year (March) NCES published the "Descriptive Summary of 
1989-90 Beginning Postsecondary Students: Five Years Later." I 



haven't examined the pub in great detail (yet), but the 
graduation/degree attainment rates look very much like ACT's. For 
example, about 60% of the BPS students who began at a 4-year school 
had attained a degree within 5 years. 

That's what I know today. 

DanM 

Subject: 
Reply Separator 

ACT Report on College Dropouts 
Kenneth Tola at WDCT02 Author: 

Date: 7/31/96 1:48 PM 

Dan and Dan: 

Not sure who might be on vacation this week, so dropping this note to 
you both; I would appreciate hearing from either or both of you 
regarding the following. 

On July 12, the newspapers reported on an ACT report released July 11 
reporting that 27 percent of freshmen are failing to return to campus 
for a second year -- a 2.5 percent increase over the rate for 1983; 
most of the increase this year reflects private college dropouts. 

What do we know about this report? Is it legitimate? Significant? Any 
insights and/or observations? I could guess at some possible reasons, 
but Mike asked what we knew about college dropout rates, etc. when he 
saw this report cited, and I would welcome your thoughts (immediate is 
more useful that detailed, since Mike leaves on vacation this Friday 
or so!). 

Thanks. 

Ken 
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Data Show More Students Quitting College Before Sophomore Year 

M11ny institutWn1 are trying to help 
their freshmen adjust to campus life 

By Mmy G~raghty 

The proportion of freshmen who leave college before becoming ~ophomores has reached a record high, according to 

a report by the American College Testing Program. 

The A.C.T. found that since 1983, when it began collectit1g e1trollment data from i;;olleges and universities, the 
number offre..~hmen who did not return for sophomore year at tbur-year colleges and universities has risen by 2.4 
percentage points, to 26.9 per cent. 

Public institutions reported a ~mailer increase than did private collegeE;, but public-college dropout rates were higher 
to begin with. 

Public colleges reported that 29 per cent of the freslum:n who enrolled in fall 1994 did not return for their 
sophomore year. At private colleges, the rate was 26 per cent. 

Many colleges are already developing programs to keep students from dropping out, says Kelley Hayden, a 
spokesman for the A.C.T., adding that if this were not the case, the picture would have been much bleaker. 

"These numbers are useful for people to think about and should start some conversations," he says. 

But some experts say that even colleges' best cffoits to make programs more accessible to !ltudents won't be enough 
without more help from federal and state govenunents. Thomas Mortenson, a higher-education policy analyst in 
Iowa, says a "pattern of severe retrenchment in state funding of higher education" has left little money for finandal 
aid. 

Many students, he says, are unwilling or unable to take on more debt to finance a college education. The A.C.T. 
data, he says, "tell an important story about the general problem of the redistribution of educational opportunity." 

To avoid heavy debt, an increasing number of ~tudents work full-time while attending college. These students i;;annot 
carry a full course load at the same time, so many are taking six or more years to graduate. 

The AC.I. report says that the proportion of students who graduare within five years has decJined over the past 13 
years. Among students who entered college in the 1991-92 academic year, 53.3 per cent had graduated by the end of 
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·academic 1995-96. That represents a decrease of 4.2 points since 1983. The rates have fallen at both public and 
private colleges, but the decline at public institutions has been greater. 

Even before the report came out, many colleges had begun to look i11to ways to insure tha~ students return for their 
second year. Approaches include increasing the number of students who live on campus, providing more information 
about where students in academic trouble can turn, and encouraging students to become involved in campus or local 
activities. 

A number of colleges now require freshmen to take a course that provides them with basic infom1atio11 about campus 
resources and gives them suggestions about ways to adapt to the college environment. 

James Garringer, a spokesman for Taylor University, says the orientation course there is one way to introduce 
students to the general-education program and, at the same time, give them something to unify them as a class. 

The course is one factor that contributes to Taylor's high retention and graduation rates, he says. Of the freslunen 
who enrolled at Taylor in 1994, 89 per cent returned for the second year. 

Madonna University has seen its freshman-dropout rate decrease sharply since it started a similar course six years 
ago, says Sister Nancy Marie Jamroz, vice-president for student life. The university now requires all traditional-age 
freshmen to take an orientation course, called College 101, in their first or second seme:>ter. 

What's more, since 1990 the university has employed a full-time retention coordinator, who keeps track of students 
who may be at risk of dropping out and works to identify ways to help them. 

Before the retention position was created, Sister Nancy Marie says, about 26 per cent of the fresluncn did not return 
for their sophomore year. By last year, that figure had dropped to 10 per cent. 

At Wichita State University, students can take elective courses that arc designed to help them establish career goals, 
learn how to write a resume. and master study skills. Martha Shawver, assol:iate vice-president for academic affairs, 
says those courses are helping, but "we're s1ill not at the point where we think we ought to be." 

Wichita State's freshman·dropout rate, 36 per cent, is higher then the national average for public institutions., but 
Stephen L. Chambers:, director of institutional research, says it represents a decrease of two points since 1992. 

Ms. Shawver says new students are also encouraged to meet with peer advisers, upperclassmen who can call upon 
their own experiences and point freslunen toward on-campus resources that suit their individual needs. 

Southern Illinois University has seen the dropout rate increase during Lhe pallt few years on its Carbondale campu~. 
while just the opposite has occun·ed on its Edwardsville campus. Ted Sanders, president of both campuses, says the 
better performance at Edwardsville is the result of a "deliberate plan" established by Nancy Belck when she became 
chancellor there two years ago. 

The plan included streamlining procedures in the bursar's and financial-aid offices, among others, to make them 
easier for students to use. The university also opened a new dormitory to encourage more commuter students to live 
on the campus and become involved in \Jniversity lifo. 

A similar effort is in the works for the Carbondale campus, Mr. Sanders says. "We're trying to learn from that 
experience. The:>e are two very different institutions, so doing the exact same things won't work But there is a lot to 
learn from the success at Edwardsville." 

Jason E. Coyne, a senior at Carbondale, says the university provides a wide variety of services but could do more to 
let students know what the services are and where to find them. He came to the campus after three years at a junior 
college, he says, but "even so, when I got here 1 was confused, and 1 didn't know where to go for answers." 
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He eventually figured it out. he says, but his sister was not so lucky. She found it difficult to adjust to the 
.. independence of college life, he says, and left last fall, after only one semester. 

~004 

Mr. Coyne, associate editor of the campus newspaper, T71e Daily Egyptiar1. says the staff is preparing a special issue 
that will provide some of the information that the editors think freshmen need. 

But all these efforts might not be enough. Dropout rates could continue to rise as students deal with the increasing 
financial burden of a college education, according to the A.C.T.'s Mr. Hayden. 

Increasing tuition and the shift of federal student~aid money from grants to Joans have forced students to take out 
more loans than ever, and mlllly students realize only after their first year that they caMot manage the debt, he says. 

"I'm rure not many Congressmen thought, 'This is going to cause people to drop uut of school,' but everything has its 
effects," Mr. Hayden says. 

At Stonehill College, where 15 per cent of the freshmen who entered in fall 1994 did not return the following year, 
officials say money is the most common reason for a student to drop out. 

Fred C. Petti, vice-president for administration, says the college has programs to help students academically. But 
because it does not fully meet the financial needs of all of the students it accepts, he says, "we suffer attrition more 
often than not due lo financial concerns." 

One of the best ways to insure that students stay in college to finish their degrees, Mr Hayden says, is to make sure 
they know exactly what they're getting into at the outset, both academically and financially. 

"If they aren't expecting things that then hit them in the face, that. could be part of the problem," he says_ "The more 
we can do to paint a realistic picture, the better." 

Freshman Dropouts 

Proportion a~ 4-Year Colleges Who Do Not Return for Sophomore Year 

Public Private All 
-------- ---------

1983 20.6% 22.8% 24.S~ 
1985 28.8 23.4 24.9 
1986 29.5 24.. 0 25.6 
1987 29.3 24.3 24.8 
1988 29.6 23.8 25.S 
1989 29.3 23.6 25.3 
1990 26.6 23.8 2 5 - /. 
1991 28.3 23.8 25.l 
1992 28.4 23.8 25.2 
1993 28.1 24.0 25.2 
1994 28.3 24.8 25.9 
1995 /. B. 6 25.l 26.2 
1996 29.0 25.9 26.9 
--·----------------------------------------------------------------

cA.J.t.J ,._f c. W\~ ~ ~ ,L.e . ..1~ -~Cl""' "'..-~\...... 
Note: Data are not a\lailable for 1984 } J 
Source: American Colle&e Testing Program 

Copyright (c) 1996 by The Chronicle of Higher Education, Inc. 
http://chronicle.com 
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[i 
he staff at the Education Trust decided to publish a 
databook on student achie,·ement more than two rears 
ago. We made that decision for two reasons. First, 
\\'hen we revin1·ed education data, we came away 

deeph- ,,-orried about the continued underachie,·ement of 
.. -\merican rnung people. \Vhile most ,-\mericans seem to share 
that concern, much of the data that is anilable to us (and to 
others ,,-ho are willing to \1-ork hard at acq~iring it) is not a1ail­
able to them in an understandable form. People don't have the 
data the\' need to art. 

Second, we were alarmed b1· the silence around the fact that 
the academic achie1·ement gap bet\\-een minorities and \\'hires is 
gro11-ing once again. For decades, we made dramatic progress 
as a nation at accelerating minoritY achie1·emem. That progress 
was shouted from even' rooftop bv practicaLI1- even educational 
and political leader who could get his or her hands on the data. 
But around 1988 the progress stopped; in most subjects at most 
grade levels the gap is now growing once again. But rather than 
talk about this problem-and decide what to do about it-there is 
onk silence. 

\\'e 11-am, quite simph, to get folks in e1·erl' state talk.mg 
about both of these problems. \Ve belie1-e that, unless we talk 
openh about these problems in our communities, we won't do 
annhing about them. 

Honest data can be a good starting place for such com·ersa­
tions. In this book, we pr01·ide basic data on educational attain­
ment, achie1·ement and practices for each state, as weLI as for 
the nation. \Ve selected and organized the data to point toward 
soluoons and to discourage still more unproducti,·e tingerpoint­
ing. In a companion book, Ed11mtion ll'atdJ: The Edumtion Tmst 
Co1111J1111;it;· Data Guide, we pro1·ide help to local communities 
that 11·ant to pull together similar data about their own children 
and schools. Both should be useful helping to start-or restart­
a conversation bet\\·een educators and parents, and between 
schools and colleges, about what we can do together to raise 
achievement and close the achievement gap. 

The data in both books are far from complete. But when 
1·ou limit rnurself, as we did, to data consistentlv available from 
most or all states, this is about the best you can do: there is wav 
too much educational data on the things nobody wants to know, 
and 11·a1· too little on what matters most. 

The data are also far from perfect, even though the\' come in 
all cases from official sources. \\'e checked and rechecked the 
data, and \1-e asked all state education agencies to recheck the 
numbers, too. Despite our best efforts, mistakes ma1- creep in. 
~lore important, because some of the data are deri1·ed from 
s:rniples, mu nia1· find that 1 our state has e1·en more complete 
data on the same subject. 

For both of these reasons, 011r data sho11/d he 11 .i/arti11g point_/or_ro11r 
jo111·nf.J' i11to ed11.-11t1011al data/and. rather than an endpoint. 

Gi1·en the 1·ears of effort put into this first 1·0Jume, it is near­
h impossible to remember ever\'One we should thank. \\'e're 
going to en· amwa\', because without these people, there ,,·ould­
n't be a book: \'inc1 Daro and ,-\kiba Solomon, who did the 
first 1 ear of work; Paul Smith, Phil Steitz and ,-\rloc Sherman, 
who pro,-ided ongoing expert ad1·ice; Tom· Phipps and Tom· 
Blank at the Commerce Department, who helped with Census 
data; and Carol Berthold at the UniYersity of ~larl'!and S1stem 
who helped us na,·igate C..-\SP.-\R ... -\!so, thanks to our outside 
re,·iewers--John Barth, Cindi Brown, Carlos Esparza, Doug 
Rivlin, ~largaret Ruiz, and i\fark Steitz--and to Lauren ~laher. 
\\e are especialh- grateful to ~Lchael Bell and ~lark Jordan who 
came to this job as "temps," but who ciuickh- became part of 
the Education Trust famih-. 

This book would not be possible without the acti1·e support 
of the enore Education Trust staff, most of whom were 
im·oh·ed in checking the data and tielding calls from states. 
But we are most grateful to Jerem1· \\'aUace, whose wonderful 
data work pr01·ided the foundation for this book; Patte Barth, 
\1-hose clear prose and careful design teLI the stor1·; :rnd -\ml' 
Wilkins, 11 ho 11-rote parts, 01·ersaw the state re1·ie11· process, 
cracked the 11-hip on the fact checkers, and othern-ise made 
absoluteh- certain that ,,-e didn't screw up. 

\\'e hope that 1 ou will use this book in the spirit in 11·hich it is 
intended: as a foundation for widespread discussion and action. 
Onh b1 inrnhing aLI necessary parties-educators, parents, com­
munity leaders, and poLicy makers-will we solve these problems 
once and for all. 

~ ~l6K~H-~vc-ock-
The Education. Tru1sr 



Overall, we are graduating more 

young people from high school and 

sending more of them to college. But the 

diplomas and degrees we award mean too 

little for life in the 21st century. 

While the achievement of White stu-

dents has remained relatively flat for 

almost 30 years, minority students made 

significant progress. But that progress 

stopped around 1988, and the gap has 

begun to widen again. 

We need to mount a two-pronged 

effort: we must raise the academic 

achievement of all students, while 

accelerating the performance of schools 

serving our neediest children so that we 

can close the achievement gap forever. 

More Education Means More Income 

$5,00 

Some High High School Some College Associate's 
School Graduate Degree 

African 
American 

Latino 

White 

Bachelor's 
Degree 

Source: Educational Attainment in the United States: March 1993 and 1992 
Table 8 US Department of Commerce 

That effort must involve more than simply rolling out reform across the top of an educational system 

riddled with inequities; it must confront and eliminate those inequities. Honest data can be the 

launching pad for such an effort. It can help all Americans understand that they have a vested interest 

in improving the achievement of every student, especially the very poorest; and it can help us identify 

what makes a difference and what doesn't. 

Tbe Education Trust 



ducation matters. To the nation, it means having the human 

capital to keep our econom1 vibrant and competitive, and a 

citizenrv equipped to participate responsibh- in the democ-

ratic process. Education also matters to the individual. l\lore educa­

tion com·ens into more personal income, greater employability and 

less dependencv. For man1 Americans, education offers a weapon 

against pm·ertY and the effects of racism. 

Education matters to a greater extent now than at any time in 

our histon. The world is entering a technological age that could 

well exceed the impact oi the Industrial Re1·olution. Knowledge in 

some fields is doubting almost e1·en· 1 ear, 11·hile our capacin· to dis­

seminate ne11· informJtion expands exponentialir. Success in this 

ne11· age is awarded to individuals who have enough knowledge to 

negotiate the information explosion and the skills necessan- to 

adapt well to constant change. 

In toda1·'s market, it takes more than a general high-school edu­

cation to pro1·ide an indi1·idual with ·a reasonable amount of eco­

nomic securin·. The facton· job that in the last half centurv raised 

the blue collar worker into middle class prospentl" has been rede­

fined as a high-skilled occupation. The Big Three motor companies 

-once the Sl"mbol for offenng relatiYeh- high pa1 for low skills-

African 
American 

Latino 

White 

Educational Attainment per 
Every 100 Americans 

High School Some 
Diploma College 

83 40 

60 30 

88 58 

BA 

12 

10 

25 

Source. US Bureau of the Census. Current Population Reports in Education Attainment 
in the United States: March 1993 and 1992 Washington. DC: US Department of 
Commerce. March 1993 

$50. 

Graduates with Better Skills 
Earn More, Males, 1992 
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Source. US Department of Education National Center for Education Statislics National 
Adult Literacy Survey. 1992 in The Condition of Education. 1995. 

now want entn'-le1·el workers who show competency with algebra, 

geometn-, and computers in addition to the abiLirY to soh·e prob­

lems and think creati1·eh- and independentlv.1 

The need for high-skilled 11·orkers has put an unprecedented pre­

mium on a college education. Toda1-'s college graduate can expect 

to earn hni·p the wages of a high-school graduate and nearlr tnp/p 

those oi high-school drop out.2 College-educated workers are also 

more able to hold a job that supporrs a iamilr; not onk are their 

earnings higher, their chance oi being unemplo~ed is hali that of 

a high-school drop our.·' And what students learn reallr matters: 

among indi1·iduals with the same le1·el of educational arcainment, 

those 11·ith more highlv de1·eloped skills earn significanrh· more. 

l\!ore than economic securit1 alone is at stake. The continuation oi 

a cl\il and democratic societ1 is becoming a greater challenge as the 

issues we face as voters grow more complex and our concerns more 

dJ1·erse. The shrinking world is more than 1ust a metaphor, for 11·e daih· 

conduct business with people and cultures from across the globe bv 

means of high-speed travel and electroni<: communications, as well as 

face to face in our neighborhoods. Societ1' needs an informed populace 

prepared to handle the ambiguitv of modern life, to accept differences 

among us, and to seek out solutions to our common problems. 
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We need to engage in a two-front cam-

paign to improve American education. We 

need to raise the academic achievement of 

all students. And we must accelerate the 

performance of schools serving our needi-

est children so that we can close the 

achievement gap forever. 

Graduating from High School Reduces the 
Probability of Being on Welfare 

18% 17 1% 

Grade 9-11 H<Jh School Some Ccilege Bac:helor"s Degree 
Diploma or Higher 

Source· US Bureau of the Census, Current Population Surveys in National Center for 
Education Statistics. The Condition of Education 1995 (p.96) Washington. DC: US 
Department of Education 1995. 

The case for high-level, universal education has never been 

stronger than it is codav. The advantages to the individual are evi­

dent in jobs and high wages. i\loreO\'tf, when all are educated the 

benefit redounds to the nation as well in the form oi a health\' and 

producti\·e socierv. 

lh :;omc nlt:a:<un::<. :\111eric:111 schools h;n·e improYed in recent 

1 ear>. ( hnall \\'L are gr:idu:uing more rnung people from high 

,;chool and ,;ending lll<>re of rhem rn college. Bur rhe facr 1s rhar rhe 

diplo111:1,; :md ,k,L'.1n·,; \\'t' :111·:1rd mean lmk. \\·e are ,;till tailing ro 

cduc:He mo:;r :\merican,; ro l11gh lnels. And too mam srudenrs, 

p:micubrlv tho,;e who come from poor and minorirv famiLies, are 

ron:<i).,'11t'd ro :111 :icademir dit'r of low expectations and the most 

rudimenurr skill:;. Those 1\·ho manage to escape being bored out 

of ,;chool :1hogt'thcr :1rt' ca,;t our to a world unprepared to earn a 

decent wage. 

\\e need to engage in a r\rn-fronr campaign to 1mpro\·e :\merican 

education. We need co raise the academic achievement of all srudems. 

And we must accelerate the performance of schools Ser\ing our 

neediest children so that we can close the achievement gap forever. 

WHO RECEIVES AN EDUCATION 

The national education goals call for a high-school completion 

rate of 90% by the year 2000.4 Ar present, about 86% of our sru­

dents are earning diplomas or the equivalent bv age 24. Although 

this mav look encouraging, the fact remains that one out of even' 

se1·en young adults is not even minimally prepared for work. 

African American srudents complete high school at the roughh· the 

same rate as rheir White peers. Bue the numbers are de\·astating for 

Latino srudents, of whom only 60% nationall1· earn a high school 

diploma. 

Despite the importance of postsecondary education, onlv 62~/o 

of all high-school graduares enter two- or four-vear colleges; just 

about half of these srudents earn a degree. College attendance and 

completion rates are much lower for minorities. \\'hile 83 our of 

every 100 African Americans now complete a high school educa­

tion, only 40 attend college, and 12 earn a bachelor's degree b1· age 

30. Onlv one in ten Latinos earns a degree.s 

Just because students remain in school doesn't mean rhe1· are 

learning as much as they should. Though a lor of energv and 

resources ha\·e been poured into rhe effort to 1mpro1·e pubLic 

schools over the last 13 years, srudent achievement is about the 

same :is ir was in rhe 1970s. Some areas. such as math and science, 

Citizens with Less Education are 
Less Likely to Vote 

·~=s~':~I 
o~=-~~~I 

Source: US Bureau of the Census. Current Population Reports in National Center for 
Education Statistics. The Condition of Education 1994 Washington. DC: US 
Department of Education. 1994. 

The Education Tru_ 
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NAEP Reading, 17 Year-olds 
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Source· US Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. 
NAEP Trends m Academic Progress. Washington. DC: US Department of Education. 
1992. 1994 

have shown recent improvement, and the majorirv of students now 

master basic reading skills. Bur reading comprehension and writing 

ha,·e remained flat or declined. Far fewer oi our students perform 

well on problems requiring high-b-el thinking than do students in 

other industrial nations. \Vhile the vast ma1ority of American 17-

rear-olds, for example, show a command oi basic mathematical 

skills, (m·er 90% of aU ethnic and racial groups), performance 

24 

22 

Gap Narrows, then Widens Again 
NAEP Math, 13 Year-Olds 

1973 1976 1962 1966 1990 1992 1994 

------- African American ·W Latino WMe 

Source: US Bureau of lhe Census, Current Population Reports in Education 
Attainment in the Umted Stares: March 1993 and 1992 Washington. DC: US 
Department of Commerce. March 1993. 

drops off dramatically-and gaps between groups widen-as the 

procedures become more complex.6 

African American, Latino and Nati\'e American students per­

form well below other students in all subjects, and the gap has actu­

ally grown in the past six years. This trend is a sad re,·ersal oi 

progress made between 1970 and 1988, when minority students­

and the schools that serve them-registered striking gains e\'en 

while achievement among \X1hite students remained fairlv flat. 

During this time, the difference in performance between White 

and African American students narrowed by about one-half; 

350 

The Gap Persists in College 
Prose Literacy: College Graduates 

African American Asian I Pacific Latino 
Islander 

328 

Whtie 

Source: US Department of Education. National Center for Education Statistics. Adult 
Literacy m America. Washington. DC: US Department of Education 1992. 

between Whites and Latinos it closed by one-third.7 Beginning in 

1988, though, that progress stopped. 

Although not widely known, there are similar achievement gaps 

at the postsecondarv le\·el too. Assessments of adult literac\' show 

that African American and Latino college graduates perform weU 

below their White peers. 

The fact that progress in minority achievement has stopped at a 

time when minorities comprise a growing portion of the student 

population should sound a wake-up caU to the whole country. For 
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The fact that progress in minority 

achievement has stopped at a time when 

minorities comprise a growing faction of 

the student population should sound a 

wake-up call to the whole country. 

while virtuallv ail minority students master basic skills b1· age 17, 

disproporcionately few master the higher level skills the1· need ro 

assume producci1·e roles in societY. 

WHY AREN'T RESULTS BETTER? 

There are manr African A.merican and Larino students who per­

form at the highest academic le1·els and go on ro make 1·aluable 

contriburions ro rhe :\merican enterprise. Bur most poor and 

111inorit1 students don 'r achie1·e >H rhe same le1·els as their more 

advantaged peers. 

\\.h1, airer nearh· two decades of progress, does rhe perfor­

mance of poor and minorit1• students continue ro lag:> \Vhen asked, 

the public-and mam educarors-are quick w point ro harmful 

external circumstances: perrnsi1·e pOl·em•, single parent homes, 

inequiries that ir actuallr exacerbates the challenges of race and 

poverty, rather than ameliorates them. Simplv put, we take students 

who ha1·e less to begin with and give them less in school, too. 

Despite the decision in Brouw 1: Board of Ed11mtio11, most minor­

in· 1oungsters are sriU educated separateh- from other rnungsters. 

,\fore than m·o-thirds of African American and Latino students 

attend predominanrJv minorirv schools. Still others who anend 

more diverse schools are frequendv herded into low-track classes 

where thev are educated separateh--and differenth·-from their 

high -achie1•ing peers. 

WHERE EDUCATION DOLLARS Go 
In his book Sa11agP lmqualitie,; Jonathan Kozol 1·11·idh- describes 

rhe ineguiries between schools serving poor and minoritl' students 

1·iolent neighborhoods, we!-

fare dependenc\', drug and 

alcohol use, lead paint ... the 

list goes on and on. 

African Americans and Latino Students Attend 
Predominantly Minority Schools 

and those seffing others. He calls on 

voters and policrmakers ro dramarical­

lr increase support for these school, 

so rhar the1 can pro1·ide their students 

with rhe decent education that rhe1 

African American Latino 

These conditions matter, 

bur nor nearlr as much as 

mam people believe. \\'hat 

matters more is the 11·ar 

schools respond ro neigh­

borhoods and famih· condi-

~5% 

31%~ 

34% 

• 90-100% Minority Schools 

tions. Cenainlr, the abjecr D 50-90% Minority Schools 
circumstances surrounding 

32% 

D 
39% 

need and 11·e need them to ha1·e. 

Recent research suppons Kozol's 

charge rhar we spend much less edu-

caring children of the poor than we do 
<50% Minority Schoc on children of more affluent families. 

In I 990, for example, 11·e spent an a\·er­

age of S6565 narionail1· per srudent in 

manr children's lives can 

make gerring rhem to high 

schools 11·ith less rhan 5% of their Source: Orlield, Gary. Frank Manfort. and Melissa Aaron (1989). Status of School 
Desegregation 1968-1986. children in povem-, and SS I' .3 per stu­

dent in schools with more than 25'/'o 

of their children in po1·em. \\'hen rhcse numbers are adjusted for 

local cosrs and need, the gap is srill subsrantial: 55209 per srudenr in 

!011·-povert\' schools and 540+! per student in high-po1·em· schools-° 

The difference is less, but sriU significant when schools are compared 

on the basis of minorin enroilment: 54389 in cost- and necd-adp.1sr­

ed doUars per student in low-minorin· schools, compared 1rirh 54 I 03 

standards more challenging. 

Bur rher don'r make it impossible. Schools m some of the most 

desperate neighborhoods are succeeding e\"Crl' da1-, pro1·mg that 

poor and minorm· children can achieve ar rhe highesr levels 1/ thr,r 
arr ltl11ght al tlN highrsl ferris. 

Bur most schools don't teach ail students at the same high le1·el. 

In fact, we have constructed an educarional s1·stem so full of 
per student in high-minormo schools.9 

Tl1e Eclucat on Tru 



Science Teachers in Racially Isolated 
Schools Have Less Education 

100% 

0% 
90-100% Non-Wtrne 90-100% Wh11e 

II Certified in F1elo D BA or 8.S 1n Fiela 

Source: Jeannie Oakes. Multiplying Inequalities. the Effects of Race. Social Class. and 
Tracking on Opportunities to Learn Mathematics and Science (Rand: 1990) 

The wa\· school dolhrs are spent 1s as important as the amount 

Df funds that are allocated. Resources such as \\·ell-educated teach­

ers, up-ro-dare te\rbooks, challenging curricula, ongomg profes­

sional dn elopment for teachers, computers and laborator\" equip­

ment ha1e direcr bearing on swdenrs' learning. and the\· roo are not 

d1rniburcd equitablr. 

INVESTMENTS IN INSTRUCTION 

P.ircnts know \·en· \\ell rhar guod teachers and good books are 

absolureh· critical ro learning. Thar's wh1· rhe1 work hard to get 

rheir children assigned ro rhc btsr teachers, and why the\· oust 

superinrendcnrs who don't arrange for on-rime deli\·crr of te\t­

bonks. 

But pour and minorit1· children often lack rhe proper materials 

and boob . .-\nd the1 are frequent!\" taught by undereducated teach­

ers. According to researcher Linda Darling-Hammond, "(E)mer­

gcnc1· hiring, assignment of teachers outside their fields of prepa­

ration, and high turno\·er in underfunded schools conspire to pro­

duce a situation in \\·hich mam poor and minoritY students are 

taught rhroughour rheir entire school careers bv a stead\· stream of 

the least qualified and e\pcrienccd reachcrs.'' 1" 

There are a \·ariet\ of \\·a1 s ro examine teacher qualificarions. fh 

\·irtualk even· measure the U.S. comes up short. -\ccording to the 

1996 report ot the :\arional Cornm1ss1on on Teaching and 

.-\merica's Future, "bl' standards of. .. reacher tducation in other 

countries, U.S. teacher education has historicalh· been thin, une\·en, 

and poor!\" financed." Further, "more than 12% of aU newl1· hired 

teachers enter without an\" training at all and anmher 14% enter 

without having fullr mer state standards ... States pa\ more attention 

t0 rhe qualifications of \·ererinarians treating the nation's cats and 

dogs than to those of teachers educating the nation's children and 

vouth." 11 

Though bad on a\·erage, rhcse problems arc much \1·orse for 

poor and minorit\ children. l\:earh- one in four central-cit\ 

schools. for example, reported in 1991 that the1· had vacancies that 

the\ could nor fill \1·ith a qualified teacher. In response, principals 

use substitutes, hire less-qualitled teachers, or cancel courses. 

Consequently, central-cit\· high school students ha\·e onh- about a 

50% chance of ha\·ing a qualified marh or science teacher. 

This pattern pers1m e\·en outside of central cities. In 1990-9 I. 
a whopping 40%• of high-school mathe111aocs courses 111 high-

Classes in High Poverty High Schools More Often 
Taught by Underqualified Teachers• 

50% 

40.0% 

Math Science Enqhsh Social Studies 

II >20% Free Lunch llJ > 49% Free Luneh 

"'Teachers teaching without at least a minor in field. 
Source· US Department of Education Schools and Staffing Survey. 1990-91. 

The way school dollars are spent is as important as the 

amounr of funds that are allocated. 
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8th Grade Students in Poor School Districts 
More Often Lack Math Resources 
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Source: Mullis. Ina VS. et al. The State of Mathematics Achievement NAEP's 1990 
Assessment of the Nation and the Trial Assessment of the States. Educational Testing 
Service. June 1991. 

po\·errv schools were taught b1· teachers \\ith no expertise in marh, 
who were reaching "our of field." Similarh, while approximatelr 
69%, of marh classes in low-minorir1· schools were taught br marh­
emarics majors, onh 42°/c, of rhese classes in high-minoritr schools 
\1-ere so raughr. Across subjects, poor and minoritr students were 
less likeh ro be in classes with teachers \\ho ha\·e ar least a minor 
in the fields rhe\· are teaching.12 

E \·en when the\- ha\·e \1-ell-prepared teachers, poor and minoriry 

srudents are less likek ro ha\·e rextbooks, calcularors, computers, 

laboraron· equipment and orher instructional supplies. In schools 

where more rhan 30% of rhe students are poor, for example, 59% 

of the teachers report rhar rhe1 lack suiticient books and other 

reading resources. Br contrast, on!\' 16% of teachers in more 

affluent schools claimed such shonages. Similar inequities were 

reported for mathematics. 

The explosi\·e grO\nh in rhe use of technolog\' m schools seems, 

unforrunarell', ro be exacerbating current inequalities in instruc­

tional resources. High-po\'ert\' schools have fewer computers per 

student and what little equipment rhey have is usuaJh our of date. 

:\foreo1-er, the rechnologr often is used ineffectivell': ro driU stu­

dents on basic skills, rather than explore information arailable on 

T \. 

the Internet or engage m orher high-le1·el learning. 

A CURRICULUM THAT CHALLENGES 

Students nor onlr need berrer prepared teachers in order ro 

achieve ro high le\·els, the\' need a curriculum rhar offers challeng­

ing sub1ecr marrer. Analrses of student performance on standard­

ized assessments show that a rigorous curriculum impron:s scores 

for all students. On the most recent national assessment m mathe­

matics, scores increased significantlr for each additional 1·ear spent 

in college-prep mathemaricsLi Students \1·ho complered more 

courses in ad\·anced marh and science also scored higher on col­

lege admissions resrs.14 

The dara-and common sense--clearh' suggest that the mosr 

direct approach ro increasing student knowledge is ro proride srudenrs 

with access to more kno\\ledge. Bur again, rhe 01·erall national record 

is nor good. Onlr 46.8% of all high-school graduates complete the fuU 

complement of courses recommended bl' rhe National Commission 

on ExceLience m Education in 1983. \\l1ile this represenrs a major 

unprovement m·er the last 13 \'ears, it sail leaves more rhan half of aU 

srudenrs unprepared for the f\1·enrv-tirst cenrun. i\!orem·er, gro\1·th 

during the pasr decade has been une\·en, \\ith Whites and r\sians 

showing more progress than ;\fricm :\mcricans and Latinos. 

4th Grade Students in Poor School Districts 
More Often Lack Reading Resources 

60% 59% 

33% 33% 

5-9% t0-19% 20-29% 30% 

"Percent of students receiving free lunch 
Source: Educational Testing Service. Teacher Questionnaire from the 1988 NAEP 
Reading Assessment. Grade 4, unpublished. 
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A Rigorous Math Curriculum 
Improves Scores for All Students 
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Source. National Assessment of Educational Progress. 1992 Mathematics Trend 
Assessment. National Center for Education Statistics NAEP 1992 Trends in Academic 
Progress. Washington. DC: US Department of Education. 1994 

There is general agreemenc char, while fla,\·ed, the coUege 

preparator\" curriculum is still the besr preparation for both coUege 

and work. 'Yet m·er hali oi aU srudents are nor enroUed in this cur­

riculum. The problem is \\·orse for minoritY and low-income sru­

dents, who continue to be under represented in the coUege prep 

crack and 0\-er represented in general and rncational programs. 

Onh one in four studencs from low-income families is placed in 

Students Who Complete Advanced Math 
and Science Also Score Higher on the SAT 

598 

538 

Biology Only Biology & Physics Algebra Only Algebra & Calculus 

Source: The College Board. College-Bound Seniors: 1994 Profile of SAT and 
Achievement Test Takers. Washington, DC: The College Entrance Examination Board 
and Educational Testing Service. 1994 

More Graduates Complete Recommended 
Units in Core Subjects, But Gaps Remain 

60% 

Amen can Indian 

• 1981 ~ 1991 0 %Change 

Source: US Department of Education National Center of Education Statistics. The 
Condition of Education. 1995. 

the college prep sequence of courses. 

As a result oi our apparent inabilitY to agree that all students 

need a rigorous core curricull!m, too few srudencs, a dispropor­

tionate number of poor and minority students among them, take 

courses that build the knowledge and skiUs ther will need as adults. 

Roughly 55 out of e,-ery 100 White and A.sian students complete 

Algebra II and Geometrr-preciselr the math that indusm· 

70°/o 

QO/o 

Poor Students Are less likely to be 
Enrolled in a College Preparatory Track 

Low Medium 
Snr.in-Ar.nnnm ir. St~t1 •~ 

65.1°/o 

High 

Source: US Department of Education. National Center for Education Statistics. 
National Educalion Longitudinal Study of 198B: Second Follow-Up. 1992 in: A Profile 
of the American High School Senior in 1992. Washington. DC· US Department of 
Education, June 1995. 



Student placements in secondary schools 

determine who will have access to high-

level knowledge and who won't. 

African American and Latino Students Are Less 
Likely To Be Enrolled in A College Prepatory Track. 

60°/c 56.2% 

49.9% 
47 7% 

10% 
African American Asian Latino White All 

Source: US Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. 
National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988. Second Follow-Up, 1992 in: A Profile 
of the American High School Senior in 1992 Washington, DC: US Department of 
Education, June 7995. 

increasingly wanrs for enrrr-level work. That means that 45 m 
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Physics Completion Rates Vary Dramatically 
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Source: US Department of Education. National Center for Education Statistics. National 
Education Longitudinal Study of 1988. Second Follow-Up. 1992 Trends Among High 
School Seniors. Washington, DC: US Department of Education. June 1995 

ha\·e access to high-level knowledge and who won't. J\!ost school 

e\·en· I 00 don't. :\nd only 35 oi even· I 00 African American and districts report having objecti\·e placemenr policies for courses like 

Nati\'e American seniors rake this math. Phl"sics fares even worse: algebra that are· t\picalh- based on srudenrs' scores on standardized 

onh- one in four White seniors completes this sCJence, one m .r1.Y tests. One recenr srudr, howe\·er, suggests that placemenrs are far 

/\frican Americans, and one in .re1·m Latinos. less objective than the public is led to believe. Researchers re\·iew-

Srudent placemenrs in second:ur schools determine who will ing the relationship in one large California school dismct between 
performance on the Comprehensive Test oi Basic Skills (CTBS) 
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Not Enough High School Graduates 
Complete Algebra II and Geometry 

African 
American 

55.5% 

Asian Latino 

35.7% 

Native 

American 
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Source: US Department of Education. National Center for Education Stat1st1cs. National 
Education Longitudinal Study of 1988: Second Follow-Up, 1992 in Trends Among High 
School Seniors. Washington, DC: US Department of Education. June 1995. 
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and placemenr in algebra found some glaring inequities: I 00% oi 

the Asian and 87.5% of the \\"hire srudenrs performing m the top 

quartile were enrolled in algebra, \1·hile onlr 51 o;,, i\frican ,-\mencan 

and 42% oi Latino top-quartile students were enrolled .. 'doreo\·er. 

it turned out rhar ,-\sians who performed in the third quartile \1·ere 

more Likely to be placed in algebra than ,-\frican .-\mericans and 

Latinos scoring m rhe top qn(/rt//e.1° 

National!\' rhe flip side oi minorit1· under representation in col­

lege prep marh and science courses is the m-er represenrntion oi 

'°\frican American and Latino smdenrs in \·ocational programs. 

Despite a nascenr mo\·emenr ro redefine school-to-work programs 

(now often called school-to-career) wirh high standards, npcal 

rncational education still does not offer the c•Jrricular rigor rhat 

prepares srudenrs to high le\'els. On the 1990 national reading 

Tr u s 



Percent of High Scoring Students Placed in Algebra 
in One Southern California School District 
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Source: The Achievement Council. Inc. Los Angeles. CA. Unpublished tabulations. 

assessment, for example, students who took a significant number 

of vocational courses scored well below students who took few or 

no \·ocational courses. I 6 

WHERE ARE STANDARDS? 

The uneven results from school to school beg the question: 

Where are standards? How can a community know, for example, 

that sixth-grade student work in their central-city school equals the 

rigor of sixth-grade work in a high-achie\·ing suburban school? 

The answer right now is that there are no explicit standards for 

American education. However, this situation is slowly beginning to 

change. In the last six 1·ears, se\·eral national professional subject-area 

organizations ha\ e attempted to define what students should know 

and be able to do in their respective fields. These standards docu­

ments are exceUent reference points for schools and communities. Yet 

because thev are so new, thev are only now beginning to influence 

new state- and local-level standards, assessments, and curriculum. 

In the absence of broad standards, districts, schools and indi­

vidual teachers have been left to establish their own. This has 

resulted in considerable confusion about the purposes and goals of 

schooling. Too many districts and schools have only vague goals 

for what should be taught, and lirtle or nothing about whar stu­

dents should learn and how v;ell the\' should learn it. The lowest 

student expectations are tvpicallv held bl' schools sen·ing high­

poverty communities. These schools ask little from their students 

and, not surprisinglv, get what thev ask for. 

Studies show that there is a strong tendency for high-povertv 

schools to award high grades for low-level student work. In a 

recent study, researchers disaggregated the reading and math scores 

on national assessments by the povem• level of school and by the 

student grades in these subjects. They found that students in low­

PO\'erty schools 0ess than 10% receiving free lunch) who reported 

earning mostly C's in English scored about the same as students 

earning mostly A's in high-poverty schools (over 76% free lunch 

recipients). This pattern was repeated when the\· looked at math 

test scores and grades. I 7 

Those of us at the Educatjon Trust who work in urban schools 

have seen too often how schools' low expectations play out in 

classrooms. We witnessed English classrooms where 14-year-olds 

were assigned to color the definitions to a list of vocabulary words 

and required to recite-over and over again-the parts of speech. 

Students Who Take More Vocational 
Courses Score Lower on Reading Proficiency 

299 3 

Fewer than 4.0 4.0 to 7 9 Vocational 8.0 or more 
Vocaoonal Credits Credits Vocational Credits 

Source: US Departmenl of Educalion, National Center for Education Statistics. 
Vocational Course-Taking and Achievement: An Analysis of High School Transcripts 
and 1990 NAEP Assessment Scores Washinglon, DC: US Department ot Education. 
May 1995. 

These schools ask little from their students and, not 

surprisingly, get what they ask for. 



Poor and minority youngsters will 

achieve at the highest levels if they are 

taught at the highest levels. 

"f{' Students in High Poverty Schools Achieve 
at About the Same Level in Math As "C" 

and "D" Students in Affluent Schools 

AA...i:Smc:lllll(0-111'lof,_0tRla.ad ~Smc:lllll(7&.1~F,_"' 
lln'I) R9:lad\.Jft11J 

Source: US Department of Education. National Center for Education Statistics. 
National Educational Longitudinal Study of 1988; in Educational Research Report. 
January, 1994. 

At the same time, their peers in high-achieving schools are stretch­

ing their command of vocabulary and using the parts of speech 

writing essars about rich and chaUenging subject matter. Likewise, 

math assignments in high-poverty schools are typicaUy dittoed 

worksheets filled with disconnected math facts; students rarely, if 

ever, have the opportunitY to connect and applv these lessons to 

solve complex, real-world problems. The reasons schools don't 

work for poor and minority students are parth' a lack oi sufficient 

resources and panh· a tradition of offering a low-level curriculum 

with low standards for performance. Bur schools can act to raise aU 

students-including poor and minorit\' students-to high academ­

ic achie\·ement. ;\nd indeed manr have succeeded. 

SUCCESS STORIES 

Fortunately, there are some schools and districts that are 

responding to the needs of their poor and minoritY students, not 

b1 lowering standards, but by accelerating learning. These schools 

are proving e\·ery da\' that poor and minority youngsters wiU 

achieve at the highest levels if they are taught at the highest levels. 

out paved streets, running water or adequate sewage systems. 

Ninety-four percent of the students receive free- or reduced-price 

lunches. VirtuaUy none of the students arrives at school speaking 

English. Waitz's scores on the Texas J\ssessment of ,-\cademic 

Skills (f AAS), however, are the envv of even the most affluent 

school districts in the state. Last year, 93.5% of ito students passed 

the English portion of the fourth grade T AAS rest, 96.5% passed 

in math, and 98.3% passed in writing. 19 \Vhv? A relentless focus 

on reaching English and building strong academic skills-with 

careful monitoring and aggressive intervention when children fall 

behind-and a close partnership with parents. 

TAAS 4th Grade Pass Rates, 1995 

Waitz High Pov. State Average 
~~foR"ii'o;~-·~·~1-P?iJI-;.,~.;,._,,] 
~~~'1£"'~~:.i~I~"''"· • ::;.;· ;.r "'~'!~'~"..;. 

qfl fi% fiR% 1n% 

!~ta~!'~H;o/./f:~~c:;~-/~AAif 
Source: Texas Monthly. Nov. 1996 and Texas Education Agency. 

Milwaukee 
E.ducators in .Milwaukee, Wisconsin, have set ne\\; nationally bench­

marked standards for what thev want their students to learn by key grade 

levels. They have also set ne\v graduation requirements for 2004 that require, 

among other things, three rears of mathematics berond algebra and a min­

imum of three years of science. 

In the meantime, they developed and administered a tough new 

mathematics proficiencr test aimed at ensuring that high school 

students are learning both basic and high-le\'el mathematics. \Vhen 

four out of five juniors failed the resc in its firsc vear, district lead­

ers were pressured to lower the standard. But the1· resisted. 

Instead, they refocused instruction, organized students to help 

Mission, Texas each other, and recruited "math buddies" from the communitv. 

\\!aitz Elementarv school is located not too far from the Mexican And it paid off. The next year, after an all-out, community-wide 

border. Many li\·e in Texas's notorious colonias, communities with- effort, first-time pass rates for juniors jumped to 46%, and more 
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Milwaukee School District Math Pass Rate 
by Ethnic Group For Graduating Class of 1996 

Afiican American 

Asian 

June 
1996 

87% 

93% 

Latoo rf11~·:r: 93% 

NatveAmerican er~,: .. ~ 89% 

Wire ;.;}.~: ~· 97% 

Tocal 92% 

Source: Milwaukee Board of Education: Action on Resolution 9596R-025. June 1996. 

than 81 % of aU seniors passed the exam. 

Providence, Rhode Island 
Five \'ears ago, Superintendent Arthur ZareUa and his team set 

out on a mission to make sure that aU Providence students devel­

op the high-level mathematics skills ther need to succeed in post­

secondary education and work. ZareUa knew that large numbers of 

Pro\·idence students weren't then mastering those skills; in fact, 

100% 97% 

Providence School District 
9th Graders Enrolled in Algebra 

96% 
100% 

Afncan American Asian Latino 'Nhite 

Source. The College Board Equity 2000 Annual Repon July 1995 

• 1990-91 

D 1993-9• 

because they had been placed in low-level mathematics courses, 

they weren't even being taught those skills. The tracking system 

had to change: somehow he had to convince teachers, counselors, 

parents, and sometimes the students themselves that every student 

could succeed in coUege preparatory mathematics. Zarella had 

support from the College Board's Equity 2000 Program, which 

enabled him to provide training for teachers and counselors and 

establish a Saturday Academv for students who needed extra help. 

The results are dramatic: whereas only 37% of African-American 

and 27% of Latino students were taking Algebra in 1991, more 

than 97% are todar. 

New York City 
\X'hen he arnved in New York City, newly appointed ChanceUor 

Ramon Cortines spent a lot of time visiting schools and class- . 

rooms. What he found was troubling: mostly low-level instruction 

in the city's high schools, and too few students in the college­

preparatory Regents' courses. Cortines shared his concerns with 

high school principals and teachers, most of whom assured him 

that this was about the best these particular students could do. 

Cortines didn't agree. He knew his students could achieve at high­

er levels if thev are taught at higher levels. In one stroke, he wiped 

out non-Regents'-level mathematics and science courses for ninth 

New York City 
9th Graders Passing Regents Science 

10. j<)J 

0 
Afncan Amencan Asian Latino Whrte 

• 1994 D 1995 

Source. New York City Chancellor's Office 



First Time CUNY Enrollees: 
Units Completed By Subject 

77.5% 76.0% 
723% 

62.9%· 

.!2.7% 

30% 
Social S1udtes SeQuentia1 Foreign Lab Science English 

Matti Language 

• 1991 D 1994 

Source: Office of Institutional Research and Analysis. City University of New York 

grades, and prO\·ided support for teachers who needed retraining to 

teach higher level courses. The results were stunning: in one vear 

alone, rhe number of Latinos passing Regents'-level science tripled; 

rhe number of African Americans doubled. 

Cortines's action succeeded ar lease in part because he had a soLid 

foundation to build on. The CoUege Preparatory Initiative (CPI), a 

mulci-year coUaboration of the ChanceUor's Office, the United 

Federation of Teachers, and the Cit\' Universitv of New York, was 

set m motion by CUNY ChanceUor Ann Revnolds after reviewing 

dara on persistence rates in the Universitv. She had found thar stu­

dents who entered CUNY after completing twelve or more coUege 

prepararorr classes succeeded at much higher rates rhan those who 

completed few such courses .. \s an open admissions instirutinn, 

CUNY J1dn't w:mr w shut irs Joors on students who could bene­

tir from the education it offered; at the same time, it didn't want to 

signal prospective students, incorrectly, that preparation didn't mat­

ter. The CPI partners \;-ere asked to figure out a wav to significant­

lv increase the number oi well-prepared entering students withouc 

cutting off access. And rher did. By agreeing on new standards 

for what coUege-intending students should learn and by phasing in 

increased course requirements, they managed to produce the best 

prepared-and most diverse-freshman class in rears. 

T Ii '" 

Xavier University 

Colleges and universities can also increase their success \\·ith 

minority and poor students by adopting clearer standards and br 

accelerating or enriching, rather than simph' remediating, students 

who enter with below-level skills. New Orleans's Xa\·ier 

Uni\·ersin, a historicallv black institution, provides one such exam­

ple. In rhe late 1970s, Xa\·ier had iewer than 50 biolog1· majors and 

a similar number in Chemisrn. ,\s oi 1995, there were more than 

850 biology majors and more than 250 chemism· majors. .\lore 

important, because of their outstanding academic performance, 

Xavier's graduates are recruited bv che best medical schools across 

Medical School Entrants from 
Xavier University of Louisiana, 1990-95 

; 
; 

1990 1991 1992 1993 19~ 1995 

Source: Associa~on of Amencan Medical Colleges Project 3000 by 2000 Year Four 
Progress Report, Washington. DC. 1996. 

the countrv, making this small uni\·ersm· the largest producer of 

African American medical students m the countrr. 

SCALING UP foR Success 
Closing the achievement gaps described in this book will reguire 

enormous effort and carefullr crafted strategies. Those strategies 

need to be designed to raise achievement among aU students, while 

simultaneouslv closing the gap benveen groups of students. So 
which strategies make the most sense;, 



Some people believe that these twin goals can be met with full 

implementation of the standards-based effort set 10 motion by the 

Governors and the President at their 1989 Education Summit. We 

,,·ish the,· were right, because we share in the con\"iction that clear 

standards for what we want students to know and be able to do are 

a fundamenca!h· important ingredient of true education reform. 

So, too, are better assessments of ,,·hm students are learning, as 

\\ell as improved accounubilm S\"Stems that re\\·ard improvements 

in student learning and assure change where there are no such 

1mpr0\·ements. 

Earl1· e,·idence from the states that are furthest ahead with stan­

dards-based reform, notablv 1'entuch and i\!ardand, suggests that 

students are learning more. Unfonunareh-, the gap between groups 

1s actu>ilh- gro\1·ing. \\"hi·; Because standards-based reform is too 

often rolled out genericalh-, as it all S\Stems \\·ere operating on a 

Je,·el pb1·ing field to begin with. Until standards-based reformers 

ackno\1·ledge and deal with inequities, their effom ,,-ilJ not vield the 

kind of progress we need as a nation, because even more oi our 

students will be left behind. For this reason alone, we must gi1·e 

high prioritY ro eliminating inequities e1·en as we mo,·e to raise 

st:indards for aU. 

\Ve know, for example, that teachers in schools serving concen­

trations of poor and minoritY children t\·picaU\ have less education 

than their counterparts in more aftluent schools. And it stands to 

reason that, 10 a standards-based s1stem, such teachers will need 

more support than other teachers, both in regard to deepening 

their own knowledge ot rhe subjects the1· teach and time to teach 

11. But seldom arc those grc:Hcr needs acknowledged: most fre­

quenth, teachers in high-povert\" schools get less help, not more. 

Similarh-, we know that student placement policies and practices 

han· resulted in mam· students getting a watered-do11·n curriculum 

that does not prepare them to meet high standards, to succeed in 

postsecondary education, or to qualifr for an increasing number oi 

enm-b·el industrial jobs. ln too mam· places, practices that unfair­

k track students remain untouched and students get the blame 

when they don't learn things that they were in fact never taught. 

The above success stories show how. with enough resources and 

will, schools Gin r.1ise the achie,·emem of poor and minority students. 

It is essential for all of us--K-12 educators, higher educators, par­

ents and policyrnakers--to join forces to root out inequities. 

We recommend that communities do the foUow·ing. 

1. SET HIGH STANDARDS 

Set clear, high goals or standards for what all students should 

know and be able to do. Gi,·e e'-en one-teachers, parents, and 

students-samples oi srndem 1rnrk that meets the standards so 

the1· know "·hat the\" should expect. 

2. ASSURE THAT ALL STUDENTS GET A 
CHALLENGING CURRICULUM 

Eliminate \\"atered-down courses; make certain that aU students 

ha,·e a curriculum and assignments aligned \\"ith rhe standards. 

3. MAKE SURE ALL CHILDREN HAVE 

EXPERT TEACHERS 

Invest heavih- in professional de,·elopment and assure that 

teacher expertise is fairlv distributed; teachers who haw more 

expertise in their subjects and ho11· to teach that content will get 

more gains in student achieYement. 

4. KEEP YOUR OWN EDUCATION WATCH 

i\lonitor progress constanth·; teachers, parents and students 

must ha,'e regular information about how the1 are doing so that 

mid-course corrections can be made-and results can be 

rewarded. The data should be rt"l'~l'ntCd publich·, because l'l"L'fl" 

communit\· needs good, honest information about how its 

rnung people are fanng as the1· take the journe1· through school. 

There are those, of course, who resist these ideas because the\' 

are fearful that higher standards and tougher curricula \1·ill force 

poor and minorit\' children out of school. "\\hat these children 

need," thev say, "is more mentors, more counselors, more nurses, 

Practices that unfairly track students remain 

untouched and students get the blame when they 

don't learn things that they were in fact never taught. 

1r 



more nurturing of all kinds." 

But when we talk to "these" children, they say something else 

entirelr. One youngster who grew up under excruciatinglv difficult 

circumstances summarized the general sentiment like this: "Teach 

me," she said. "Make sure I haYe the best possible education. I 

need ro kno\1· eYerl'thing that the rich \\ihite kids in the suburbs 

know and more." 

;'.lam· poor and minority voungsrers are painfullr aware oi the 

low-level curriculum thev receive. Others onh- realize it when rhel' . . . 

go off to college, onh to find that the A's thev received in high 

school weren't anl'thing like the /\'s recei,·ed bv rheir classmates 

from the suburbs. Both groups ieel cheated. And the1· should. 

Schools and school districts that work respond to poor and 

minorirl' voungsters not b1 lowering standards but by accelerating 

learning. These schools are prO\·ing even· dav of the school rear 

that poor and minorirv voungsters achie,·e at the highest levels if 

thev are taught at the highest levels. 

E\·err American has an interest in improving the education we 

provide our voung people. The time is long past to debate whether 

or nor aU children can learn. Thev can. The burden is on each one 

of us now to make sure all of them do. 
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