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Achievement gaps among children of different 
racial and economic groups are a common 
problem in Indiana and across the nation. 
According to the United States Department of Education, 
an achievement gap “occurs when one group of students 
outperforms another group, and the difference in average 
scores for the two groups is statistically significant.”1 
The causes of achievement gaps are many and the 
consequences affect children’s long term outcomes in work 
and life satisfaction.2,3 This brief examines achievement 
gaps among Indiana students in test scores, high 
school graduation rates, and rates of college enrollment, 
persistence and remediation. 

Achievement gaps tend to be greater between schools 
than within schools,5 largely because of the uniformity of 
communities. Students from lower-income families tend to 
be concentrated in certain neighborhoods and students 
from higher income brackets in others, and the same is true 
of ethnic, racial and linguistic groups.6,7 Because poverty 
explains much of the variation in educational outcomes8 
and is highly correlated with race9, schools in communities 
with high poverty rates or large racial minority populations 
tend to have lower school-wide achievement than schools 
in communities with lower poverty rates or small racial 
minority populations.10 

Another consistent finding in achievement gap research is 
that achievement gaps grow as students progress to higher 
grades.11 Education is an incremental process, where skills 
and knowledge build upon previously learned material.12 
Starting behind or failing to keep up with one’s peers puts 
students at risk of falling into an achievement gap. And 
because low SES children and racial minorities tend to be 
educationally behind their more affluent and white peers 
before entering school, they are at risk of achieving at lower 
levels throughout their education.13 

Factors Associated with Achievement Gaps
Out-of-School Factors
Among the leading factors contributing to 
achievement gaps outside of schools are 
household income, family investment and 
neighborhoods.14 The socioeconomic status of a child’s 
parents is one of the most reliable predictors of a child’s 
future academic achievement (grades and test scores) and 
educational attainment (years of schooling completed).15 In 
fact, poverty is such a strong predictor that it rivals parental 
educational attainment in explaining achievement gaps.16 
Poverty affects all facets of children’s lives, from access 
to health care and levels of food insecurity to exposure to 
toxins and unsafe living conditions.17 Consequently, students 
living in poverty suffer from physical stresses that impact 
their cognitive development and attention that their more 
affluent peers do not face.18 The deprivation experienced 
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by children living in poverty factors into measurable 
achievement gaps between students from low-income and 
high-income families.19

Many parental factors can contribute to achievement 
gaps, including their educational attainment, expectations, 
involvement, community connections, knowledge of the 
education system, and investment of time and monetary 
resources.20 Parents who have higher levels of education 
are more likely to read to their children and help them with 
homework than those with lower levels of education.21 
Children whose parents spend more time speaking with 
them have higher assessment scores than those whose 
parents spend less time talking to them.22 Like time 
investments, monetary investments in enrichment and 
out-of-school time (OST) activities vary among families, 
depending on the family’s level of motivation for providing 
activities and their ability to afford activities.23 

Community factors include community safety and the extent 
to which communities are racially and socioeconomically 
segregated.24 Crime fosters mistrust among residents, 
leading to a breakdown of social bonds that are necessary 
for children to succeed academically.25 According to 
research, “poverty, race, and schooling are very highly 
correlated.”26 Segregation of communities by socioeconomic 
status and race leads to a concentration of factors within 
schools that have been shown to be associated with 
achievement gaps, including less experienced teaching 
staff and negative peer effects.27

School-based Factors
Research has identified the following six 
school-based factors associated with 
student achievement: curricular rigor; 
teacher experience and attendance; teacher 
preparation; class size; technology-assisted 
instruction; and school safety.30 

Teacher performance is among the most influential school-
based factors in explaining achievement gaps.31 In fact, 
teachers are estimated to have an impact that is two to three 
times larger than any other school-based factor, including 
services, facilities and leadership.32 On average, teachers 
in their first several years of teaching are less effective 
at improving academic achievement, as measured by 
standardized assessments, than their more experienced 
colleagues.33 There is consistent evidence that less 
experienced teachers are more likely to teach in low-income 
schools than more experienced teachers.34 The consequence 
is that the least skilled and experienced teachers are often 
tasked with teaching the students most at-risk.35

Peer effects also contribute to achievement gaps.36 Peer 
effects refer to the influence of peers’ level of motivation 
and academic preparation within classrooms.37 Students 
taught in classrooms with a high proportion of at-risk 
students may be affected negatively by their classmates’ 
educational struggles.38 Conversely, low-achieving students 
may benefit academically from a classroom in which there 
is a high proportion of high-achieving students.39 The 
typical distribution of students in schools and classrooms 
concentrates at-risk students, thereby increasing the 
potential for negative peer effects.40

Indiana Achievement Gaps
The factors described in the previous section 
play a role in explaining the measurable 
achievement gaps in Indiana’s K-12 and 
higher education systems. Available data from 
the Indiana Department of Education (IDOE) and the 
Indiana Commission for Higher Education (CHE) reveals 
achievement gaps between students from low-income 
households and those from more affluent households, 
special and general education students, English language 
learners and English proficient students, and among 
students in different racial and ethnic groups. Students 
who qualify for free and reduced price lunch (FRPL) are 
considered to be in low-income households.

Percentage of Children Participating in OST Activity 
within Past 12 Months, Indiana: 2011-2012

Age 6-11 Age 12-17

43.7% 42.5%

68.7%
78.0%

Source: Child Trends
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K-12 Achievement Gaps
Achievement gaps often start early and persist 
throughout students’ K-12 careers.41 One point 
at which low achievement can be particularly harmful to 
students’ educational development is third grade reading. It 
is at this point that students transition from learning to read, 
to reading to learn.42 Students who do not successfully 
make this transition are at particular risk of not graduating 
from high school.43 The transition is so important that the 
state of Indiana has issued a rule stating that students who 
do not pass the state’s third grade reading assessment 
(IREAD-3) may be retained if they fail to pass the 
assessment after remediation.44  

The state-wide passage rate on the School Year (SY) 2015 
IREAD-3 assessment for all students was 84.2 percent.45 
The largest achievement gap for the I-READ assessment 
was between special education and general education 
students (31.0 percentage points). The next largest gap 
(25.5 percentage points) was between ELL and non-ELL 
students. For non-FRPL and FRPL students, the gap was 
20.9 percentage points. There also were gaps among 
racial and ethnic groups.

There were similarly large achievement gaps among 
demographic groups on the 2015 ISTEP+ – the state 
assessment given to third- through eighth-grade students. 
The passage rate on both sections of the assessment 
(math and English/language arts) for all public school 
students in the state was 52.6 percent.46 Non-ELL students 
had a higher passage rate than ELL students by 11.3 
percentage points. There was a large gap of 40 percentage 

points between 
special education 
and general 
education students. 
The largest racial 
and ethnic group 
gap was between 
Asians and blacks.

Although the 
statewide 
graduation rate 
has been steadily 
increasing, different 
demographic 
groups graduate 
from high school 
at different rates. 
The graduation rate for all public school students was 88.7 
percent in 2015, which is lower than non-ELL students but 
higher than ELL students.47 There was a 21.4 percentage 
point graduation gap between special education and 
general education students. Compared to white students at 
90.8 percent, Hispanics and blacks had a lower graduation 
rate, while Asians had a higher graduation rate. The 
non-FRPL and FRPL graduation gap was 9.0 percentage 
points.

Postsecondary Achievement Gaps
For the 2014 high school graduating cohort, 
the college-going rate was 65 percent for all 
students.48 The college-going rate gap between non-
FRPL and FRPL students was 18 percentage points. Asian 
students had the highest college going rate at 75 percent, 
followed by whites at 66 percent, blacks at 63 percent, and 
Hispanics at 54 percent.

The primary metric by which the Indiana Commission 
for Higher Education measures college readiness 
is remediation enrollment, or students identified as 
underprepared in general skills needed to complete 
regular postsecondary English/language arts or math 
coursework.49 For the 2014 high school graduating cohort, 
18 percent of students needed remediation.50 FRPL 
students had a higher remediation rate than non-FRPL 
students by 15 percentage points. At 39 percent, black 
students were more likely to need remediation than any of 
the other racial and ethnic groups.                                                   

The college persistence rate refers to the percentage of 
students who complete their freshman year of college 
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Source: Indiana Department of Education
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and enroll in the following fall semester, and does not 
distinguish between students who attend a two-year 
institution and a four-year institution. The persistence rate 
for all students from the 2013 cohort was 75.1 percent.51 
White, Hispanic, and Black students had lower college 
persistence rates than Asians. And the FRPL students had 
a lower persistence rate by 17.5 percentage points than 
non-FRPL students.     

Consequences of Achievement Gaps
For Indiana students on the lower end of 
the achievement gaps in K-12 and higher 
education, the consequences are both 
immediate and long-term. 

Socioemotional Well-being
Achievement gaps can have a significant 
impact on children’s psychological well-being.52 
Research suggests there is a relationship between low 
academic achievement and rates of socioemotional 
problems.53 However, it is not firmly established whether 
poor socioemotional well-being causes low academic 
achievement or low academic achievement causes poor 
socioemotional well-being, or whether the same risk 
factors contribute to both.54 The correlation between 
the two suggests that narrowing the achievement gap 
may improve the socioemotional well-being of children, 
or improving students’ socioemotional well-being may 
improve academic achievement.55

Later Life Outcomes
The consequences of achievement gaps in 
elementary, secondary and postsecondary 
education can be seen in intergenerational 
poverty, limited social mobility and negative 
job market outcomes.56 Intergenerational poverty 
occurs when children who are born into poverty remain in 
poverty as adults, which differs from situational poverty, 
where a family is temporarily in need but recovers 
financially. Intergenerational poverty is more common 
among minorities than whites.57 Research shows that 
upward social mobility, or the ability to move into a higher 
socioeconomic status, is declining for low SES children, 
due in part to inequitable educational opportunities.58 
Among several factors, achievement gaps contribute to 
gaps in employment and income between whites and 
minorities as well as gaps between students who were 
raised in poverty and students who were not.59

Approaches for Closing Achievement Gaps
Much of the current focus in education policy 
is on discovering and implementing ways to 
close achievement gaps. Consequently, the list of 
approaches to closing achievement gaps is long, and the 
arguments in favor and in opposition to certain policies are 
contested among researchers and practitioners. While it is 
not possible to list every research-validated approach 
to closing achievement gaps, best practices have been 
identified that can be implemented within and outside of 
school by educators and youth workers. 

Cultural Competence Development
Cultural competence refers to the process 
by which individuals and systems respond 
respectfully and effectively to people of all 
cultures in a manner that recognizes, affirms 
and values the worth of individuals, families 

All Students

Non-FRPL

FRPL
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18%

14%

29%

15%

39%

23%

13%
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and communities, and protects and preserves 
the dignity of each.60 Culturally competent teaching 
practices have been shown to have a strong impact on 
academic achievement of minority and underrepresented 
groups.61 It is a continuous process of learning about 
others’ cultures and how to provide effective services 
for diverse populations.62 These skills allow educators 
to successfully teach students who come from a culture 
or cultures other than their own.63 Elements of cultural 
competence include:

• Being culturally self-aware: having an awareness of one’s 
own culture and how culture influences oneself.

• Knowledge of cultures beyond stereotypes and 
assumptions: asking questions, and listening carefully 
about other cultures to create a deeper understanding.64

• Valuing diversity: accepting and respecting different 
backgrounds and customs, different ways of 
communications, and different traditions and values.

• Adapting to diversity: designing educational services 
based on an understanding of cultures so that learning 
environments can better serve diverse populations.65

Cultural competence has also been shown to be effective 
for out-of-school programs. Youth who attend culturally 
inclusive programs are more likely to enjoy programs, have 
continued involvement and attendance, and be more likely 
to understand their own background and backgrounds of 
others.66 For organizations, cultural competency means 
creating the practices and policies that will make services 
more accessible to diverse populations, and that provide 
for appropriate and effective services in cross-cultural 
situations.67 Organizations and individuals starting the 
process of building cultural competence can take a 
self-assessment to evaluate their progress in cultural 
competence and use the resources provided at the end of 
the brief to improve their professional practice.68

School-based Approaches
Research shows teachers are among the most 
important school-based factors affecting 
student achievement, and there is wide 
variation in teacher effectiveness.69 Indiana law 
requires teachers to be evaluated annually by the state’s 
evaluation system or a locally developed system.70 Using 
data from these systems, school leaders can identify 
teachers in need of additional support to improve their 
professional practice. By providing additional professional 
development opportunities, less effective teachers can 
become more effective, thereby improving the achievement 
of their students. And because less effective and more 
inexperienced teachers tend to be concentrated in schools 
with lower achievement, improving their professional 
practice can help close achievement gaps.71

Research shows that differentiation of instruction among 
students can be an effective way to close achievement 
gaps.72 Differentiation can occur by tailoring curricular 
content, activities, and work products to individuals or 
groups.73 Teachers can differentiate instruction based on 
students’ readiness, interests and learning style. Types 
of differentiated instructional strategies include: within-
classroom grouping by interests or ability, tiered lessons, 
literature circles, and small-group instruction.74 One 
increasingly utilized type of differentiated learning is online 
learning and blended learning – the combination of face-to-
face and online instruction. Research has found that online 
and blended learning interventions moderately raise the 
achievement of participants, relative to non-participants.75 

When core instruction is not successful at addressing poor 
academic performance, students may enter an intervention 
system, such as Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS). 
MTSS incorporates research-validated learning and 
behavioral interventions into a comprehensive plan 
developed by teams of educators and parents based on 
student data.76 The intensity of the interventions vary based 
on the severity of a student’s behavioral or academic 
problems. Students who struggle with core instruction 
but do not exhibit exceptional needs receive targeted 
interventions and students who exhibit exceptional needs 
receive intensive, individualized interventions. Through 
MTSS, students receive increasing levels of support that 
may help them catch up to their peers if the intervention 
plan is implemented with fidelity. 



6

Out-of-school Activities
Indiana law requires public schools to have 
a minimum of five instructional hours for 
elementary students per school day and a 
minimum of six hours for secondary students 
per school day during the 180 day school 
year.77 Because students are not in school all day, every 
day, they often engage in some form of out-of-school time 
activity (OST). Some OST activities have been found 
to narrow achievement gaps, but gains are dependent 
upon the goals and structure of the programs.78 The U.S. 
Department of Education recommends the following 
research-supported best practices for OST activities to be 
used as a method for raising achievement:79

• Align the OST activities with the school day by 
coordinating between OST staff members and a 
designated school staff member. After this connection is 
made, connect OST instruction to school instruction by 
focusing on schools’ goals and learning objectives.

• Maximize student participation, attendance and 
engagement by designing program features that align 
the needs and preferences of students and parents. 
Advertise the OST program within schools and to 
parents. Identify students who face difficulties in 
attending the program.

• To the extent possible, adjust instruction to individual 
and small group needs by using assessments to identify 
student strengths and weaknesses. When possible, use 
one-on-one tutoring; otherwise, engage in small group 
instruction and activities. 

• Provide engaging learning experiences by making 
learning examples connected to students’ interests and 
experiences. The learning experiences should be active 
through collaborative learning and hands-on activities. 

• Hire staff and recruit volunteers who share interests and 
backgrounds with the student population served. Actively 
promote collaborative activities between students and 
adults that build trusting relationships. Building adult-
student relationships fosters engagement among all 
participants.

• Assess the program’s performance, and use findings 
to improve the program’s quality by developing an 
evaluation plan, collecting data, analyzing data, 
improving program based on data analysis, and 
conducting a summative evaluation.

IYI Resources

The latest data is at your 
fingertips with IYI’s Data 
Center. Search  
statistics and gather data to improve 
your program planning and grant 
writing or, request customized data.  
Go to www.iyi.org/data.

Get the most comprehensive overview 
of children’s well-being in Indiana. 
Download the Kids Count in Indiana Data 
Book at www.iyi.org/databook.

Want in-depth information on youth? Check out the free 
resources at IYI’s Virginia Beall Ball Library. We 
will mail you the library materials and include a postage 
paid return envelope. Go to www.iyi.org/library for 
details.

Text the word “grad” plus your or your student’s 
high school graduation year to 69979 to receive free, 
grade-specific text reminders about test and application  
deadlines and other great tips for college and career 
readiness.

Looking for training on youth issues? IYI 
provides regional trainings and free webinars on youth 
development and nonprofit management. Go to https://
www.iyi.org/professional-development/trainings for 
details.

Need one-on-one assistance with planning, 
evaluating, or expanding your organization? Benefit from 
IYI’s Consulting Services and receive professional 
help at affordable hourly rates – discounted far below 
market value. Go to www.iyi.org/consulting-services for 
details.

http://www.iyi.org/data
http://www.iyi.org/databook
www.iyi.org/library
https://www.iyi.org/professional-development/trainings
https://www.iyi.org/professional-development/trainings
http://www.iyi.org/consulting-services
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Resources

National Center for Cultural Competence 
(NCCC) 
NCCC provides resources, research, and distance 
learning options primarily for health care and mental 
health care programs. The best practices, and self-
assessments for both organizations and professionals on 
cultural competencies can be utilized for professionals in 
many disciplines. http://nccc.georgetown.edu/

Community Tool Box 
A free, online resource provided by the University of 
Kansas to build communities and impact social change, 
including a toolkit on enhancing cultural competence.  
http://ctb.ku.edu/en/enhancing-cultural-competence 

Indiana Afterschool Network 
The Indiana Afterschool Network provides reports on 
best practices for OST activities and programs. The 
resource also maps the locations of OST programs 
throughout the state and provides descriptions of the 
program, activities, ages served, and counties served. 
http://www.indianaafterschool.org/ 

Structuring Out-of-School Time to Improve 
Academic Achievement; Institute for 
Education Sciences 
This Practice Guide provides five recommendations, 
and details on how to implement them, about structuring 
out-of-school time activities to improve academic 
achievement. http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/pdf/practice_
guides/ost_pg_072109.pdf 

IDOE Compass; Indiana Department of 
Education 
The IDOE Compass provides state-level, district-
level, and school-level data on student performance 
disaggregated by demographic groups, allowing the  
user to look at achievement gaps among groups.  
http://compass.doe.in.gov/dashboard/overview.aspx 

What Works Clearinghouse; United States 
Department of Education 
The What Works Clearinghouse provides overviews 
of scientifically validated programs and interventions 
that have been shown to produce desirable student 
outcomes. The resource also provides practice guides – 
short synopses of classroom best practices.  
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/ 

Promising Practices; Indiana Department  
of Education 
The Promising Practice resource provides an overview 
of 200 promising educational practices from schools 
across the state. Overviews of programs in the 
following categories are provided: family & community 
engagement, counseling, research-based practices, 
student-centered programs, school safety, data-driven 
decision making, wrap-around services, and climate 
and culture. http://www.doe.in.gov/outreach/promising-
practices

Issue Briefs are short,  
easy-to-read reports  

on critical youth trends.
To see past issues, go to: 
www.iyi.org/issuebriefs

603 East Washington Street, Suite 800 
Indianapolis, IN 46204

317-396-2700 
800-343-7060
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