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Introduction

There’s nothing the school can do.
Latisha Robinson, a black eighth-grader in Elk Grove, California   

You’ve got to have to want to do better.
Kiarra Gibson, her classmate1

The student body of Cedarbrook Middle School in a Philadelphia suburb is one-third black, two-thirds white. The town has a very low poverty rate, good schools, and a long-established black middle class. But an eighth-grade advanced algebra class that a reporter visited in June 2001 contained not a single black student. The class in which the teacher was explaining that the 2 in 21 stands for 20, however, was 100 percent black. A few black students were taking accelerated English, but no whites were sitting in the English class that was learning to identify verbs.2

The Cedarbrook picture is by no means unique. It is all too familiar, and even worse in the big-city schools that most black and Hispanic youngsters attend. This is an American tragedy and a national emergency for which there are no good excuses.

The racial gap in academic achievement is an educational crisis, but it is also the main source of ongoing racial inequality. And racial inequality is America’s great unfinished business, the wound that remains unhealed. Thus, this is a book about education, but it also addresses the central civil rights issue of our time: our failure to provide first-class education for black and Hispanic students, in both cities and suburbs.

The black high school graduation rate has more than doubled since 1960. And blacks attend college at a rate that is higher than it was for whites just two decades ago.3 But the good news ends there. The gap in academic achievement that we see today is actually worse than it was fifteen years ago. In the 1970s and through most of the 1980s, it was closing, but around 1988 it began to widen, with no turnaround in sight.



Today, at age 17 the typical black or Hispanic student is scoring less well on the nation’s most reliable tests than at least 80 percent of his or her white classmates. In five of the seven subjects tested by the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), a majority of black students perform in the lowest category—Below Basic. The result: By twelfth grade, African Americans are typically four years behind white and Asian students, while Hispanics are doing only a tad better than black students. These students are finishing high school with a junior high education.

Students who have equal skills and knowledge will have roughly equal earnings. That was not always true, but it is today. Schooling has become the key to racial equality. No wonder that Robert Moses, a luminous figure in the civil rights revolution of the 1960s, is convinced that “the absence of math literacy in urban and rural communities throughout this country is an issue as urgent as the lack of registered Black voters in Mississippi was in 1961/’ Algebra, he believes, is “the gatekeeper of citizenship.”4

Literacy, too, is a “gatekeeper,” and the deadline for learning is alarmingly early. “For many students ... the die is cast by eighth grade. Students without the appropriate math and reading skills by that grade are unlikely to acquire them by the end of high school...,” a U.S. Department of Education study has concluded.5

Race has famously been called the “American dilemma.” But since the mid-1960s, racial equality has also been an American project. An astonishing, peaceful revolution in the status of blacks and the state of race relations has transformed the country. And yet too few Americans have recognized and acknowledged the stubborn inequalities that only better schools can address.

Even civil rights groups have long averted their gaze from the disquieting reality. “You can have a hunch that black students are not doing as well, but some of this was surprising,” A. V. Fleming, president of the Urban League in Fort Wayne, Indiana, said, as the picture of low black achievement began to emerge in the late 1990s.6 In Elk Grove, California, an affluent suburb of Sacramento, black parents were shocked, angry, and in tears when they learned of the low test scores of their kids. “People know that this is an important issue, and they don’t know how to talk about it,” said Philip Moore, the principal of the local middle school, who is black himself.

For too long, the racial gap in academic performance was treated not only by civil rights leaders, but by the media, and even by scholars, as a dirty secret—something to whisper about behind closed doors. As if it were racist to say we have a problem: Black and Hispanic kids, on average, are not doing well in school.

Suddenly, however, this shamefully ignored issue has moved to the front and center of the education stage. In part, the new attention is simply a response to an altered economic reality. A half century ago, an eighth-grade dropout could get a secure and quite well-paid job at the Ford Motor Company or U.S. Steel. Today, the Honda plant in Ohio does not hire people who cannot pass a test of basic mathematical skills.

Demographic change, too, has forced Americans to pay attention to an educational and racial catastrophe in their midst. Fifty years ago, Hispanic children were no more than 2 percent of the school population. Today, a third of all American students are black or Latino.7 In California, Louisiana, Mississippi, New Mexico, and Texas white schoolchildren have become a numerical minority. These numbers, in themselves, drive home the urgency of educating all children.

The unprecedented sense of urgency is unmistakable in No Child Left Behind (NCLB), the 2001 version of the nation’s omnibus 1965 Elementary and Secondary Education Act. The central aim of the revised statute, as its preamble states boldly, is “to close the achievement gap ... so that no child is left behind.” Closing the gap is the core purpose of the legislation—and the test of its eventual success.

Thus, the act requires all states to test children in grades 3-8 and report scores broken down by race, ethnicity, and other demographic characteristics associated with educational disadvantage. Each group must show significant annual progress. Affluent districts will no longer be able to coast along, hiding their lower-performing black and Hispanic students in overall averages that make their schools look good. A bucket of very cold water has been poured on educators—and particularly those who have been quite complacent. NCLB has been an overdue attention-getter. At a well-attended national meeting on education in September 2002, the audience was asked to name the most important new policy requirement in No Child Left Behind; closing the racial and ethnic achievement gap was the clear winner.8

Indifference to minority children who arrive in kindergarten already behind and continue to flounder is no longer an option for schools. The problem has been acknowledged—and thus must now be addressed. Racial equality will remain a dream as long as blacks and Hispanics learn less in school than whites and Asians. If black youngsters remain second-class students, they will be second-class citizens—a racially identifiable and enduring group of have-nots.

Certain assumptions and arguments run through this book. We list some of the most important here as a guide to our readers, with references to the chapters in which they first appear.



• Before we discuss remedies, we must outline the problem (which we do in Chapter 1). Only if the full magnitude of the racial gap is understood will Americans begin to appreciate the need for a radical rethinking of what counts today as school reform. The racial gap is not an IQstory; this is not a book about innate intelligence. The bad news that we discuss simply means we must work harder and smarter at delivering better education.

• Test scores matter (Chapter 2 argues). They tell us precisely what we need to know if we have any hope of reforming education and closing the racial gap in academic achievement. Good tests measure the knowledge and skills that demanding jobs and college courses require. When black and Latino students leave high school barely knowing how to read, their future— and that of the nation—is in jeopardy. Our sense of danger and moral outrage should be particularly strong when so many of these students are African Americans—members of a group that suffered the brutality of slavery, legally enforced segregation, and racial exclusion.

• Terrific schools that serve highly disadvantaged minority kids do exist. There just aren’t enough of them. (We take a very close look at some of them in Chapters 3 and 4). These schools are not waiting until the day social and economic disparities disappear. “No Excuses” is their relentless message. Every student is expected to work hard to acquire the skills and knowledge that tests measure. These are schools with great leaders and great teachers who have high academic and behavioral standards, and the schools provide nonstop learning through longer school days, weeks, and years.

• These schools also aim to transform the culture of their students—as that culture affects academic achievement (we argue in Chapter 4). “We are fighting a battle involving skills and values,” David Levin, founder of the KIPP Academy in the South Bronx, New York, has explained. This is a fight that all good schools must engage in. Those we came to admire set social norms that create effective learning environments. Students learn to speak politely to the principal, teachers, and strangers; they learn to dress neatly, to arrive at school on time, to pay attention in class, finish homework, and never waste time. Teachers work hard to instill the desire, discipline, and dedication—the will to succeed—that will enable disadvantaged youth to climb the American ladder of opportunity. These are essential ingredients in the definition of effective education for high-need kids.

• When it comes to academic success, members of some ethnic and racial groups are culturally luckier than others. “Culture” is a loose and slippery term, and we do not use it to imply a fixed set of group traits, but rather values, attitudes, and skills that are shaped and reshaped by environment. Asians (at whom we look in Chapter 5) are typically more deeply engaged in academic work than their peers, cut classes less often, and enroll in Advanced Placement courses at triple the white rate. The explanation: family expectations. These relative newcomers belong to the group that has most intensely embraced the traditional American work ethic. But their story contains good news: Hard work is a culturally transferable trait. Their success can be replicated. Culture matters, but it is also open to change.

• Family messages don’t always mesh well with the objectives of schools. The Hispanics who are flooding into American schools today (the subject of Chapter 6) are very much like Italian immigrants circa 1910. For those Italian peasants, school was not a high priority; they expected their children to take a job as soon as possible. But over the generations, academic success rose in importance; time had a salutary effect. Hispanics are also making real gains over generations—gains obscured by a continuing influx of new immigrants. There are thus historical and demographic reasons why so many Latino children are not faring well academically. Those reasons do not let schools off the hook; they can do better. Some cultures are academically advantageous, but neither poverty nor culture is educational destiny.

• Black academic underachievement (the subject of Chapter 7) has deep historical roots. The first signs of underachievement appear very early in the life of black children, and although scholars have not been able to pinpoint the precise reasons, they can identify some of the risk factors that seem to be limiting their intellectual development. Among them: low birth weight, single-parent households, and birth to a very young mother. African-American children not only arrive in school less academically prepared; they also tend to be less ready to conform to behavioral demands. They watch an extraordinary amount of television—essential to belonging to the peer culture, they say. The process of connecting black children to the world of academic achievement isn’t easy in the best of educational settings. But the good schools we describe in Chapters 3 and 4 show that it can be done. Not without fundamental change in American public education, however.

• Greater school funding could be put to good use; racially integrated schools are desirable; and teacher quality is a real problem in too many schools—particularly in those serving the children who most need an excellent education. But the usual reasons given for the racial achievement gap— a shortage of money, racial isolation, markedly worse teachers by the usual criteria of education school credentials, and the like—do not in fact explain the skills and knowledge gap between the average Asian or white student and the typical black or Hispanic youngster. (This is the argument we make in Chapters 8,9, and 10.) It does not cost more to raise academic and behavioral standards, and money, per se, is no panacea. Additional funding poured into the existing system will not solve the problem of underachieving black and Hispanic students. Schools are not becoming “resegregated”; they cannot, in any case, magically become racially balanced given existing residential patterns. Most important, what matters in a school is not the racial mix but the academic culture and the quality of the teachers, which is not likely to improve unless the rules governing hiring, firing, and salaries, as well as working conditions, are changed.

• Since 1965, the federal government has poured money into Title I and Head Start in an effort to close the poverty—and, indirectly, the racial—gap in academic achievement. The returns have been crushingly disappointing (the subject of Chapter 11). Head Start remains the right idea; whether it can be translated into a truly effective program remains uncertain. In 2001 the secretary of education described Title I as a $125 billion program with “virtually nothing to show for it.”9 When the provision was first being debated in 1965, Senator Robert F. Kennedy turned to the U.S. commissioner of education and said: “Look, I want to change this bill because it doesn’t have any way of measuring those damn educators like you. . . .”10 Kennedy got his way only on paper. Measuring schools by student results goes against the grain of the traditional educational culture, but the newest revision of Title I—in 2001—insists on it. It’s a long-overdue change. Student results are the educational bottom line.

• Starting in the late 1980s, a movement for testing, standards, and accountability began to sweep the states, and in January 2002, the president signed into law the 2001 No Child Left Behind Act. (Chapter 12 reviews this history.) Closing the racial gap is its central aim. Will mandatory testing, scores broken down by race and ethnicity, an insistence on “adequate yearly progress,” and various sanctions for poor performance finally level the academic playing field? If the record of two model states, Texas and North Carolina, is any measure, the prospects are not good. The much-celebrated efforts in those two states did improve the knowledge and skills of all students, but the racial gap did not narrow. White scores went up and black scores went up, but the difference between them remained about as wide. Closing that gap is the acid test of educational reform.

• Americans are educational reformers, but in fact little has changed despite much activity, particularly in the last quarter century. That’s not surprising. “Reformers” have had limited appetite for true reform, and, in any case, the roadblocks to fundamental change are formidable. (Chapter 13 reviews those obstacles.) The teaching profession does not reward imaginative, ambitious, competitive innovators. Big-city superintendents, as well as principals, operate in a straitjacket. The politics of school reform often have little to do with kids. Most important, the enormous power of teachers unions stops almost all real change in its tracks. No Child Left Behind was envisioned as a means of circumventing these obstacles to reform. It contains promising steps in the right direction, but closing the racial gap in academic achievement will demand more. It is no accident that the revolutionary schools we describe in Chapters 3 and 4 are outside the traditional public system. These are schools that students, parents, and staff have chosen, and choice is integral to their success. The forces of opposition to more school choice are powerful; on the other hand, the lure of charter schools and perhaps vouchers may prove irresistible if No Child Left Behind fails to close the racial gap in academic achievement, as we predict it will.

In its call for drastic action to overcome a national crisis, this is a book with a tough message. That message is directed not only to schools, but also to students and their families. In our epigraph, Latisha Robinson is wrong, but her classmate Kiarra Gibson is right. In fact, schools can do much to close the racial gap; students, however, have to do their part: coming to school on time, attending every class, listening with their full attention, burning the midnight oil.

A letter to The New York Timesin June 2002 asked: “Why bother to learn in school if there is no advantage, no opportunity after, and nobody cares?”11No advantage? No opportunity? Today? It’s a familiar but misguided and dangerous claim—particularly dangerous when delivered to school-age kids making often irrevocable decisions about who they are and where they’re going. Pessimism is a self-fulfilling prophecy.

The best schools deliver quite a different message. At North Star Academy in Newark, New Jersey, the students in the morning circle often chant answers—with claps and stomps and fists held high—to a series of questions posed by one of the codirectors: Why are you here? To get an education. And what will you have to do? Work! Hard! Work, work, work hard! Work! Hard! Work, work, work hard! And what will you need? Self-discipline Why? To be the master of my own destiny!

You canbecome the master of your own destiny: It’s the most important message that schools like North Star deliver. A sixth-grader defined success “as having the freedom to decide what you want to do in life instead of someone choosing your path, because when someone chooses your path, you’re going to get something probably that you don’t want.”12

For too many years, too few black and Hispanic youngsters—particularly those in urban public schools—have acquired the skills to choose their own path. It is time to bring an end to that heartbreaking story. But a new beginning will require radical change in America’s schools. Our hope, in writing this book, is to do our small part in turning that vision into an idea whose time has come.




1 The Problem






One: Left Behind

When I see those gaps, my heart goes out to the kids. They are our future. I wonder what’s going wrong.

Demetra Skinner, teacher, Hambrick Middle School, Aldine, Texas1

“Are you in the right class?” Roderick Sleet’s teacher asked on the first day of an honors class in a Fort Wayne, Indiana, high school.2 It was a ter-rible question, for which there was no good excuse, but a black student in a demanding course had evidently caught her by surprise. In schools across the country, there are too few black students in honors classes, and too many floundering even in the elementary years. At the Bull Run Ele-mentary School in Fairfax County, Virginia, the fifth- and sixth-graders in a gifted program study geometry and, in the spring of 2002, were read-ing To Kill a Mockingbird. There were no black or Hispanic students in the class.3

This heartbreaking picture reinforces one of America’s worst racial stereotypes: Blacks just aren’t book-smart. As the Introduction made plain, black and Hispanic children are typically academic underachievers, but innate intelligence is not the explanation. In a wonderful Los Angeles class about which we will talk much in Chapters 3 and 4, Latino and Asian children are doing equally well, even though Asian-American children are usually the academic stars. Great teaching makes a huge difference—with all kids.

Before we discuss remedies, however, we must outline the problem. Only if its full magnitude is understood will Americans grasp the need for a radical rethinking of what counts today as educational reform. The shocking facts are a wake-up call. Another generation of black children is drifting through school without acquiring essential skills and knowledge. Hispanic children are not faring much better, and for neither group is there a comforting trend in the direction of progress. Although the current president has put educational reform at the top of his domestic agenda, complacency abounds. We ignore the plight of these youngsters at our peril. As these children fare, so fares the nation.

The Four-Year Skills Gap

This is a book about the racial gap in academic achievement, but how do we actually know how much students are learning? The best evidence comes from the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), often called “the nation’s report card.” Created by Congress in 1969, NAEP regularly tests nationally representative samples of American elementary and secondary school students in the fourth, eighth, and twelfth grades (or sometimes at ages 9, 13, and 17).4

The NAEP results consistently show a frightening gap between the basic academic skills of the average African-American or Latino student and those of the typical white or Asian American.5 By twelfth grade, on average, black students are four years behind those who are white or Asian. Hispanics don’t do much better.

It is important to remember that in every group, of course, some students do well in school, while others flounder. There are plenty of low-performing whites. In fact, they outnumber African Americans and Hispanics, since whites are still more than 60 percent of the nation’s schoolchildren, while blacks and Latinos are a little less than one-third together. Nevertheless, it’s important to look at group averages, not simply absolute numbers. If blacks have an exceptionally high poverty rate and few have incomes above the national average, that is obviously a cause for social concern. So too with disparities in educational performance.

Since the numbers we discuss in this chapter and later are deeply depressing, the reader should remember that they are not measurements of fixed, innate traits that are independent of the environment and cannot be changed. If we thought that, we would not have written this book. The measurements that are the foundation of this work register how well or badly groups of young people are developing the intellectual skills that are essential to doing well in America today and tomorrow. Only by recognizing the severity of the problem can we begin to think about possible remedies. The racial gap in academic achievement is a problem that can be solved; there is a way, if we have the will.

A small thought experiment perhaps illuminates the seriousness of the gap today, however. To function well in our postindustrial, information-based economy, students at the end of high school should be able to read complex material, write reasonably well, and demonstrate a mastery of precalculus math. Imagine that you are an employer considering two job applicants, one with a high school diploma, the other a dropout at the end of eighth grade. Unless the job requires only pure brawn, an employer will seldom find the choice between the two candidates difficult.

The employer hiring the typical black high school graduate (or the college that admits the average black student) is, in effect, choosing a youngster who has made it only through eighth grade. He or she will have a high school diploma, but not the skills that should come with it. This shocking fact is plain from Figure 1-1, which displays the results of the most recent NAEP tests in four core subjects.6 Figure 1-1 reveals that blacks nearing the end of their high school education perform a little worse than white eighth-graders in both reading and U.S. history, and a lot worse in math and geography. In math and geography, indeed, they know no more than whites in the seventh grade.7

Hispanics do only a little better than African Americans. In reading and U.S. history, their NAEP scores in their senior year of high school are a few points above those of whites in eighth grade. In math and geography, they are a few points lower.

Asians, by contrast, perform about the same as whites, despite the fact that they are a nonwhite racial group. They fall a bit below the white average in history and geography, but are a bit ahead in mathematics.

Figure 1-1. The Four-Year Gap: How Black and Hispanic High School Seniors Perform Compared to Whites and Asians in the 8th Grade
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“Below Basic”

Looking at the average black or Hispanic student as compared to the average white or Asian student yields these depressing results. There is another way of judging the magnitude of the racial gap in academic achievement.8 The NAEP assessments report not only average scores for each racial or ethnic group; they also place each individual test-taker in one of four different “achievement levels.” The bottom is labeled Below Basic, which is reserved for students unable to display even “partial mastery of prerequisite knowledge and skills that are fundamental for proficient work” at their grade. Those who have only a partial mastery are at the Basic level. To rate as Proficient, the next step up, students must give a “solid academic performance,” demonstrating “competency over challenging subject matter.” Advanced, the highest achievement level, is reserved for a performance that is “superior.”9

An alarmingly high proportion of all American students, the NAEP results show, are leaving high school today with academic skills that are Below Basic. In reading and writing, it is nearly one-quarter of all students. In geography, math, and civics, it is about a third. A dismaying 47 percent of all students ranked Below Basic in the 2000 science assessment. Worse yet, in American history the figure in 2001 was 57 percent.

Some experts have charged that NAEP has set its achievement levels unrealistically high.10 Possibly so. Certainly, the definition of “Basic” does not seem to be consistent across subjects, since less than a quarter of students at the end of high school are Below Basic in both reading and writing, while in American history and science the figure is roughly 50 percent. Is the typical student really that much weaker in history and science than in reading and writing? Maybe. But it is also possible that the experts who decided what students should know simply had higher expectations in some subjects than in others.

This controversy, however, has little bearing on the issue that concerns us. Whether the standards in particular subjects err in being too tough or too easy, within each subject they are applied in precisely the same way across the racial and ethnic spectrum. The question is how racial groups compare in their distribution at the four achievement levels. Figure 1-2 provides the answer.

It shows that the proportion of white students who have not acquired even Basic skills by twelfth grade is around one-fifth in most subjects, and it exceeds one-third only in science. Asian-American pupils did about the same as whites, though it is somewhat surprising that significantly more of them fell into the Below Basic level in science.

Figure 1-2. Percentage of 12th-Graders Scoring “Below Basic” on the Most Recent NAEP Assessments
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The figures for whites and Asians are worrisome. But the rather disappointing scores of many whites and Asians look good when compared with those of blacks and Hispanics. Only in writing is the proportion of African Americans lacking the most basic skills less than 40 percent. In five of the seven subjects tested, a majority of black students perform Below Basic. In math, the figure is almost seven out of ten, in science more than three out of four. These are shocking numbers. A majority of black students do not have even a “partial” mastery of the “fundamental” knowledge and skills expected of students in the twelfth grade. In most subjects, but particularly in math and science, Hispanic students at the end of high school do somewhat better than their black classmates, but they, too, are far behind their white and Asian peers.

Employers who seek to hire young people who are literate and numerate will thus be hard pressed to find non-Asian minority applicants who qualify. Approximately two-thirds of black and Hispanic students do not enter the workplace immediately, but go on to college, and a great many are clearly entering higher education unprepared for true college-level work—work that assumes a basic mastery of high school material. That is a subject to which we will return in the next chapter.

High Achievers

That so many black and Hispanic students have had at least twelve years of schooling without developing even the most fundamental skills is alarming. The news is no happier when we switch our gaze from those at the bottom to those who are at the top. In 1990, the National Education Goals Panel set a national objective that every student become proficient in basic subjects by the year 2000. We didn’t come close to meeting that objective by 2000, but the 2001 No Child Left Behind legislation reaffirmed that aim—universal “proficiency.” Thus, it is important to ask who is meeting that standard? Figure 1-3 gives the answers.

The criteria developed by NAEP’s experts, we see again, vary considerably from subject to subject. A much higher proportion of students are judged Proficient or Advanced in reading, for example, than in mathematics or science. But within each subject, the differences between whites and Asians, on the one hand, and blacks and Hispanics on the other hand, are huge.

Nearly half of all whites and close to 40 percent of Asians in the twelfth grade rank in the top two categories in reading, while less than a fifth of blacks and a quarter of Hispanics achieve that level. In science and math, a mere 3 percent of black students were able to display more than a “partial mastery” of the “knowledge and skills that are fundamental for proficient work” at the twelfth-grade level, in contrast to seven to ten times as many whites and Asians. Hispanics performed only a bit better than blacks in each of these subjects.

Figure 1-3. Percentage of 12th-Graders Rated as “Proficient” or “Advanced” on the Most Recent NAEP Assessments
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The disparities are even greater if we look only at the elite within the elite—at the very small group of students whose performance is rated as Advanced. These are the academic stars whose records will catch the eye of admissions officers at Ivy League or comparably competitive schools. For all groups, the numbers are small. Only the top 3.4 percent of white students and 3.0 percent of Asian Americans score at the Advanced level in science. But for African Americans, the figure is just 0.1 percent. The black-white disparity is thus 34 to 1, and the Asian-black disparity 30 to 1. In math, only 0.2 percent of black students are Advanced; the figure for whites is 11 times higher and for Asians 37 times higher.11 Hispanic students are but a shade ahead of blacks in the proportion of high performers in every subject. Again, these are very sobering figures, suggesting a state of emergency. With so few blacks and Hispanics with superb academic skills by the end of high school, the pool of those destined to become part of the American professional and business elite is very small.

These glaring disparities shape educational policy in the K–12 years and beyond. They drive the widespread and controversial use of racial double standards in admissions to selective colleges and universities. If black and Hispanic applicants to highly competitive schools were judged by the same academic standards as whites and Asians, the number accepted in the immediate future would be very low—much lower than it is today. As it is, glaring racial double standards are needed in order to get a freshman class that is as much as 6 or 7 percent black at schools like Wesleyan and the University of Michigan. The demand for academically highly accomplished black and Hispanic students is much greater than the current supply.12

Narrowing or Widening?

Is the gap getting narrower or is it widening? That obviously matters. But the answer depends upon the baseline one starts from.

Blacks have made tremendous educational gains since the days of Jim Crow, when roughly 80 percent of African Americans grew up in the South, where they were legally required to attend segregated schools. Not only were these schools generally mediocre; most did not go beyond eight grades because white officials assumed that African Americans needed nothing more than a primary school education. Even where further schooling was available, impoverished African-American teenagers were under pressure to find work.

Thus, in 1950, only 24 percent of blacks aged 25–29 had completed high school, less than half the rate for whites.13 The average black person in that age group had spent 3.5 fewer years in school than the typical white; in the segregated South it was 3.8 years.14 Moreover, given what we know about the quality of the Jim Crow schools, the racial gap in actual knowledge was undoubtedly much larger than the number of years in school suggests.

Today, a large majority of blacks and whites graduate from high school, although it should be noted that some scholars contend that the official estimates are much too optimistic.15 But there is no disagreement over the huge skills gap that remains. Equal years spent in school do not mean equal skills and knowledge acquired. Have the disparities at least lessened over time, however?

We can’t answer the question for the years prior to the 1970s. But Figures 1-4, 1-5, and 1-6 indicate how well black and Hispanic students at the end of high school have done on the reading, mathematics, and science tests since then. The figures are for 17-year-olds rather than high school seniors, because they rely on what is called the Trend NAEP studies, which collect data by age group rather than grade level. (The Trend NAEP is an exam that is designed explicitly for the purpose of tracking changes in scores since the 1970s, which demands continuity in the contents of the assessment.)

The graphs show where the average black or Hispanic student stands in the white percentile distribution. (Asian scores are not available over this period.) If there were no racial gap at all, then the averages for both groups (in each subject in each year) would fall at the 50 percent mark. The average reading score, for instance, for all groups would be the same, such that the white average (the 50 percent line, half below and half above) would also be the black and Hispanic average. Figures 1-4, 1-5, and 1-6 would have a straight line running across the top.

In fact, the typical black and Hispanic student does not come anywhere near the 50th percentile on any of these tests, and only once (in reading in 1990) did the Latino average reach as high as the 30th percentile. Most of the time, the average students in these groups are below the 20th percentile, which means they are scoring less well than at least 80 percent of their white classmates. They are clustered, in other words, at the bottom of the white distribution.

Black progress since the 1970s has been most impressive in reading, but, as Figure 1-4 shows, even that picture is very mixed. In 1975, for obvious historical reasons, black students at the end of high school were appallingly far behind whites, ranking in only the 10th percentile on average. Just one out of ten African Americans could read as well as the typical white. Over the latter part of the 1970s, black reading scores were flat, but in the 1980s, they did move strongly upward. By 1988, black 17-year-olds had reached the 28th percentile. That was still far behind the average white student, but the rate of progress was impressive and heartening. If the trend had continued, the gap in reading skill would have closed within a generation or so. That might seem an extraordinarily slow and frustrating rate of change, but it would have been far better than what actually happened.

Nineteen eighty-eight, as it turned out, was the high-water mark, for reasons we do not know. Over the next eleven years, the rank of black students plunged by 10 percentile points, and although it rebounded a bit, African Americans in 1999 scored in the 23rd percentile, little better than in 1984. That means that 77 percent of white students today read better than the average black student. And, conversely, only 23 percent of black students read as well as or better than the average white.

When it comes to mathematics and science—so important in today’s economy—the picture is even bleaker. In 1978, as Figure 1-5 indicates, the average black student was at the 13th percentile in math, behind seven out of eight whites. By 1990, African Americans had moved up to the 24th percentile—encouraging progress. But over the 1990s the average black math score fell dramatically, and in 1999 it was at the 14th percentile, a statistically insignificant one point ahead of what it had been twenty-one years before. Over the past two decades, no sustained progress has been made. During a period in which school class size has dropped and spending has gone up—particularly that directed toward the least advantaged—black performance in math has slid back to its 1978 level.

Figure 1-4. Trends in the Reading Gap: Percentile Rank of the Average Black and Hispanic 17-Year-Old, 1975–1999
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The science scores reveal less both in the way of initial progress and of subsequent regression, as Figure 1-6 shows. The picture is utterly dismal from beginning to end. In 1977, the average black student was in the 8th percentile, behind 92 percent of all whites. Black scores improved modestly over the next few years, reaching a peak at the 14th percentile in 1986. But then they slipped. In 1999, the average African-American youngster knew less science than 90 percent of white students.

In sum, we have indeed made some progress in narrowing the black-white gap in reading, but in the five tests given since 1988 the trend has been backward, not forward. In math and science, the gap has been huge and pretty much constant for an even longer period. Civil rights organizations frequently and rightly bemoan the scarcity of African-American engineers, physicians, Silicon Valley computer whizzes, and the like. But when we see how little math and science African Americans typically know at the end of high school, we see the source of the problem. Too few are ready for the rigorous math and science education that such professions demand.

Figure 1-5. Trends in the Mathematics Gap: Percentile Rank of the Average Black and Hispanic 17-Year-Old, 1978–1999
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Figure 1-6. Trends in the Science Gap: Percentile Rank of the Average Black and Hispanic 17-Year-Old, 1977–1999
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In 1999, 29 percent of all white students had NAEP math scores as good as those of black students at the 95th percentile for black test-takers—the top 5 percent. That is, only 5 percent of blacks could demonstrate the understanding of math that more than a quarter of whites had. The numbers in science were even worse. Thirty-six percent of whites scored as high as blacks at the 95th percentile of the black distribution; the top 5 percent among blacks in math are competing against more than a third of all white students. A dismal picture altogether.

Hispanics

We have less information about the educational achievement of Americans of Hispanic background, because “Hispanic” wasn’t even a U.S. Census category before 1970. But this we know: In 1960, the typical Mexican-American adult living in the United States had just 6.4 years of schooling, compared to 11.0 years for native-born whites. The figure for Puerto Ricans was 7.5 years, and for Cuban Americans 8.4 years.16 Overall, Latinos were about as far behind non-Hispanic whites in years of school completed as were blacks, although for a very different reason. Many were born in countries without a strong system of public education, and migrated to the United States after leaving school. Thus, in the years for which we have no data, the gap in academic skills between whites and various Latino groups was probably even greater than the differences in years of schooling would suggest, as it was for African Americans.

The NAEP data on the academic skills of Hispanics begin in the mid-1970s. Overall, Latino 17-year-olds performed a little better than blacks on almost all these tests—by an average of 4 percentile points in reading, 5 in math, and 7 in science. But the trend in scores for the two groups is quite similar. In reading, considerable progress was made from 1975 to 1990, but the 1990s saw a bit of slippage—reversing progress—although it was less dramatic than for blacks. In math, Latino scores rose moderately over the 1980s and then declined slightly. In science, in 1999, Hispanics were just 2 percentile points above where they had been more than two decades earlier.

Left Behind

The average black and Hispanic student at the end of high school has academic skills that are at about the eighth-grade level; in fact, on most of the NAEP tests, the majority of black students in twelfth grade have scores Below Basic, while those of Hispanics look only slightly better. At the end of their secondary school education, too many non-Asian minority students lack even “partial mastery of prerequisite knowledge and skills that are fundamental for proficient work,” and too few fall in the Proficient and Advanced NAEP categories.

No wonder then, that when Harvard economist Ronald F. Ferguson surveyed middle and high school pupils in fifteen affluent school districts, he found that 48 percent of the black students reported that they “completely” understood the teacher’s lesson just “half the time or less.” That was almost double the figure for whites (27 percent).17

Ferguson also asked these students whether they understood “very well” only “half or less of what they read for school,” and got an equally dismal result. Fifty-five percent of the African-American students felt that they did not understand “very well” what they were assigned to read at least half of the time, again nearly double the rate for whites (30 percent). By the time these black youngsters had left elementary school, they had fallen tragically behind, and in the more academically demanding schools in the well-off districts that Ferguson was studying, they found themselves sitting in classes and doing homework that too often bewildered them.

Black students were of course even further behind a quarter century ago, when NAEP data first became available. But the modest progress that occurred during the 1980s has largely come to an end, and there are some indications that the racial gap is widening. In 1999, with just one exception (Hispanics in science), the average scores for both groups in all three subjects was either worse than it had been in 1990 or much the same.

Thus, the record of the recent past offers no grounds for complacency. Time alone will not heal these wounds. Nor will the usual educational strategies—smaller classes, more money, standards, testing, accountability, and so forth. We are certainly not opposed to additional funding for schools, but the dollars must be used wisely. And we are not opposed to smaller classes, although we do not see reducing class size as the best use of scarce dollars. We see standards, testing, and accountability as important but insufficient steps in the right direction. Down the road—in later chapters—we will talk about these and other related topics. In the meantime, suffice it to say that bad news means we must work harder and smarter at delivering better education. This is not a problem beyond America’s ability to solve.




Two: Tests Matter

I am an honors student, you know what I mean? Like, I obviously know what I’m doing if I can still maintain that grade point average, you know, do all . . . I just don’t test well.

Erin Sawyer, high school junior in Scottsdale, Arizona1

If you think test scores are overrated, let me ask: Are good jobs overrated?

Rod Paige, U.S. secretary of education2

Mayra Marquez, 17, is a junior at the Burncoat High School in Worcester, Massachusetts. She wants to be a pediatrician, she says. But her grades haven’t been great, and in order to graduate from high school she must pass the statewide MCAS exam—the Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System tenth-grade test. MCAS, The Boston Globe reports, is an “intimidating obstacle [that] stands between Mayra and her dream.” But it’s not clear, the Globe’s story continues, that Mayra herself can be held responsible for her MCAS score. Her poorly educated mother “isn’t much help with homework. Single and 32, she has an active social life, and Mayra is often left to care for her two younger half-sisters when her mother is out with a boyfriend. Sometimes mother and daughter argue over who gets to go out on a date.” The previous year, her mother had spent seven weeks in prison, and her best friend had been murdered.3

It is certainly tempting to let Mayra off the hook. Doing well in school is not easy for a student so distracted by her life at home. And yet it is not the statewide test, which assesses basic academic competence, that stands between Mayra and her dream of becoming a pediatrician. Without the skills that the MCAS tests, she cannot make it through college, medical school, and medical board exams.

As we have seen, the NAEP scores indicate that black and Hispanic students, on average, are not acquiring the skills and knowledge necessary to thrive in school and in the workplace. Every assessment tells the same story.

But how important are those results? “There is no standardized test for tolerance,” the education writer for The New York Times wrote in late 1999.4 True. Intolerant people—and those with a multitude of other character flaws—can test well. But that is not an argument for regarding test scores as meaningless and misguided. In fact, test results tell us precisely what we need to know if we are to have any hope of refashioning instruction to bring the performance of black and Hispanic students up to the level of Asians and whites. It is precisely for that reason that annual testing in grades 3–8 has been built into No Child Left Behind (NCLB), the federal legislation passed in 2001 that is the latest revision of the omnibus 1965 Elementary and Secondary Education Act.

A False Dichotomy

Federal legislation, however, will not end the debate over testing; No Child Left Behind has not magically changed minds. Confronted with the evidence of a glaring racial gap in skills that raises uncomfortable questions about the educational system, some educators, parents, and students have responded by attacking the tests themselves. Blaming the messenger, or at least denying the validity of the message, is far easier than figuring out how to deal with the problem that the test scores have identified.

Deborah Meier, much-celebrated as the founder of the Central Park East schools in New York, has condemned standardized tests as failing to “measure the only important qualities of a well-educated person.” “Life scores [not math scores] based on living” should be the educator’s concern, she has written.5 Theodore Sizer, former dean of the Harvard Graduate School of Education, is also opposed to the entire standards-based educational package. “The myriad, detailed and mandatory state ‘curriculum frameworks,’ of whatever scholarly brilliance, are attacks on intellectual freedom,” he has said. “ ‘High stakes’ tests arising from these curricula compound the felony.”6 Statewide tests force “scripted journeys, where there is no room for whimsical discoveries and unexpected learnings,” Jonathan Kozol, a well-known writer on education, has declared. For Kozol, standardizing testing of students evokes memories of “another social order not so long ago that regimented all its children . . . to march with pedagogic uniformity, efficiency, and every competence one can conceive—except for independent will—right into Poland, Austria, and France, and World War II.”7

Meier, Sizer, and Kozol have many supporters, including (it seems) most members of the faculty at the leading graduate schools of education. But opponents of standards-based testing are fighting a battle that has already been lost—at least for the moment. The commonsense idea that schools should be held accountable for providing a grounding in core subjects, and that it is necessary to measure what students have actually learned by means of good assessments, has gained wide public support. Americans reject the idea that our schools should foster the “intellectual freedom” to remain ignorant of basic educational skills. Thus, NCLB, with its tough mandatory annual testing requirements, passed Congress with overwhelming bipartisan support in 2001. Even Monty Neill, the executive director of FairTest, perhaps the most important of the antitesting voices, has admitted that “there’s absolutely no surprise that when asked if they want some standardized testing, the majority of people say yes.”8

Indeed, the polls do indicate high levels of support, in principle, for both standards and tests. Public Agenda is a nonpartisan, nonprofit, widely respected public opinion research organization. In September 2000, it found that only 11 percent of parents thought “schools today place far too much emphasis on standardized test scores.” Seventy-one percent supported “testing students at a young age . . . because struggling students can be identified and helped.” Fifty-five percent said there was “nothing wrong” with teaching to the test, since it measured “important skills and knowledge.”9 In a national survey commissioned by the Business Roundtable a month earlier, 65 percent of parents and 70 percent of the general public said students should “pass statewide tests before they can graduate from high school.” Those percentages went up when people were told the students “could take the tests several times.”10 The surveys did not break down their results by race, but a Public Agenda poll in the winter of 1997–1998 found that 78 percent of black parents agreed that testing “calls attention to a problem that needs to be solved.”11

As these parents seem to understand, test opponents who worry about an indifference to “life scores” and about “scripted journeys” are presenting a false dichotomy. Those who have knowledge and skills are better prepared to live life well. And fresh thinking about, say, the Civil War depends on a grounding in facts. Indeed, the study of history does not begin to be interesting until the student has mastered the basic terrain. Ron Rude, the superintendent of public schools in Plains, Montana, has written that he hated the high school history teacher “who immersed us daily in a long list of facts and names from the past.” But some years later he found himself in what was then West Germany. “I spent time,” he wrote,

wandering through medieval castles, Romanesque and Gothic cathedrals, 17th-century bishops’ residences, and villages still rebuilding from the ravages of the World Wars. I stood in the ruined Nuremberg amphitheater where Adolf Hitler once inflamed his followers, and I felt the weight of history that place represented. . . . And history became fascinating. . . . I discovered then that, despite his indefensible methods, my high school teacher had taught me a smattering of European history that enabled me to understand what I was seeing and to learn more. I had a knowledge base, minuscule though it was, and I had finally grown up enough to do my part.12

He was in the military at the time, surrounded by GIs indifferent to the historical story through which they were wandering. How much richer Rude’s life was! Ignorance of “facts and names from the past” impoverished the experience of those around him.

Racial Bias

The tests are not only worthless, but racially biased, some critics charge. Thus, in his widely noticed 1999 book Standardized Minds: The High Price of America’s Testing Culture and What We Can Do to Change It, Peter Sacks argued that testing is “abusive,” “inaccurate,” “meaningless,” and “a highly effective means of social control.” Even worse, it is discriminatory: When schools use tests to separate students into easier and harder classes, they practice “what amounts to the academic lynching of children of color.” Sacks calls the statewide tests in Texas “state-sanctioned punishment of . . . poor and minority school-children.”13

Others use less lurid language but share Sack’s basic concern. Gary Orfield, codirector of Harvard University’s Civil Rights Project, considers high-stakes testing “reckless.” “If we take kids who are getting a bad education and coming from a situation of social crisis and then make them unemployable in the process,” he maintains, “we are not helping them or their communities.” Such tests, he alleges, “have a very large cost for people who are politically powerless.”14 Assessments raise dropout rates and “leave poor children and children of color further behind,” FairTest’s executive director has charged.15 “Biased cultural assumptions,” the organization asserts, are inevitably built into standardized tests.16 Although the National Association of State Boards of Education does not condemn all high-stakes assessments, it has warned that they can “spell trouble in terms of equity, since . . . students in high poverty areas and many minority students tend to score lower.”17

The nation’s major civil rights organizations have had a history of opposing standardized tests, and some—but not all—continue to do so. The Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational Fund (MALDEF) filed suit against the State of Texas in 1997, arguing that TAAS (Texas Assessment of Academic Skills), the statewide exam that all students must pass in order to graduate from high school, was discriminatory. But the federal district court ruled against the plaintiffs.18 In 1998, the Texas NAACP tried unsuccessfully to persuade the U.S. Department of Education that relying on the TAAS test as a graduation requirement was discriminatory. By 2001, however, the NAACP had softened its opposition. The organization’s “Call To Action,” in which it outlined its views on educational access for minority children, referred to testing only in a murky paragraph that expressed the organization’s concern that “the standards-based school reform movement is shaped effectively to serve fairly the needs of minority communities.”19

The Lawyers’ Committee for Civil Rights Under Law of the Boston Bar Association is, as we write, a party to a suit in Massachusetts against MCAS, but neither the National Urban League nor the NAACP Legal Defense and Education Fund joined in. The Urban League and other major civil rights groups are political organizations with constituents to whom they have to answer—unlike Orfield, FairTest, or even MALDEF and the Lawyers’ Committee, whose litigation is not membership-funded. The constituents of the grassroots groups include many parents who want their children better educated, and believe that testing appears to drive better instruction. MALDEF, in its 1997 suit, claimed to speak for Texas Hispanics, but subsequent survey data suggested that almost 60 percent of Latino voters favored the TAAS graduation requirement, even though 40 percent thought that the test was biased.20 A majority of these parents worried about the achievement of their children.

The Texas parents who believed testing bias was a problem were concerned undoubtedly about how well their kids would do. But bias, properly defined, has to mean something more than mere disparate impact—black and Hispanic students typically scoring lower than students who are white or Asian. If we define unbiased tests as those that reveal no racial differences at all in educational achievement, no one has yet managed to invent one. Note that by the standards of simple disparate impact, the SAT mathematical reasoning test is strongly biased against whites and in favor of Asians, whose average scores are higher than those of any other group.21 No one makes that argument because disparities alone, almost everyone understands, do not prove that a test is discriminatory.22

The more sophisticated point, frequently made, is that racially and ethnically disparate test results register misleading news—news that is inaccurate rather than simply unwelcome. Testing critics often say, for instance, that black students actually know more than the tests reveal. These critics point to the work of Stanford psychologist Claude M. Steele, who argues that black students suffer from “stereotype vulnerability,” the fear that doing badly on exams like the SAT will reinforce the pernicious racial stereotype of intellectual inferiority.23 Such anxiety, particularly on the part of black students who care about academic success, leads them to underperform on tests, Steele says. He has run a series of experiments involving black Stanford undergraduates, and his aim is to explain the lower grades and graduation rates of black students at elite colleges.

The theory, however, is impossible to square with what we know about the link between SAT scores and college performance. Black college students at schools like Stanford don’t do better in their courses than their SATs would predict, they actually do worse. Their grades are disappointing relative to their scores, even though a college GPA is not the result of a single test and often includes courses with grades entirely dependent upon term papers.24

Equally important, the NAEP assessments are not high-stakes tests; they are no-stakes tests. No grades or scores are given to the individuals who take them, or to their schools or school districts. With no consequences attached to the results, black students should logically perform much like whites and Asians if anxiety were, in fact, a main reason for the relatively low SAT scores of non-Asian minorities. In any case, if all African-American students, starting in the early grades, are truly worrying about the academic reputation of the group and testing badly—a proposition for which there is no evidence—surely ignoring the scores is no solution. All youngsters need to get to the point of doing well on tests—starting early. Those who don’t will find themselves handicapped in life, whether they’re taking a police academy exam or medical boards. Tests aren’t going away.

Some argue that tests underestimate the academic strength of black students for a different reason: “content bias.” The students are asked the wrong questions—questions that are slanted and unfair. But how can a statewide math test be racially biased? Tests that assess vocabulary and reading skills pose a more complicated question, since some black students come from homes in which “black English” rather than standard English is spoken. However, students who hope to do well in American society need to know standard English well, at least by the end of their high school years. The NAEP tests for twelfth grade thus assess a needed skill. In addition, words that might appear culturally biased aren’t necessarily the ones that black children find hard, a careful review of the literature by Harvard sociologist Christopher Jencks concludes. Nor do these children have particular difficulty with questions on a test that presume familiarity with “white” or “middle class” culture.25

Bias has long been a concern on the part of testing companies, and all carefully screen their assessments to eliminate any questions that might have a racial or gender bias—defined as questions on which African Americans or Hispanics or females do consistently worse than on similar questions of the same degree of difficulty. FairTest argues that stripping NAEP and other assessments of “offensive words” and using “statistical bias-reduction techniques” are inadequate because they “cannot detect underlying bias in the test’s form or content.”26 The bias is there even if you can’t find it. But if we cannot detect bias, how do we know it exists?

Why Not Portfolios?

Maybe, however, NAEP and other tests that reveal severe black and Hispanic underperformance don’t tell the whole story. Perhaps other forms of assessment give a more accurate picture and suggest that non-Asian minority students in fact have the skills and knowledge to do well in college and the workplace. Why stress test scores so heavily?

The war over testing, we noted earlier, has been substantially won; standards-based tests (of some sort) are federally mandated in the No Child Left Behind Act. The National Education Association (NEA), the larger of the nation’s two teachers unions, resisted this change until the very end of the battle, urging that parents should have the right to veto the testing of their children.27 Despite the power of the union within the Democratic Party, it lost that fight; Senator Ted Kennedy was a leading sponsor of the legislation. Nevertheless, the argument continues over the precise nature of the tests, who should take them, and how much weight should be attached to the scores.

Despite the strong public support for testing that we described above, it is far from unqualified. A 2001 survey by the Business Roundtable found that a large majority of Americans were opposed to relying solely on tests to determine high school graduation, and 80 percent believed that some students don’t show what they know on standardized assessments.28

In Massachusetts, the Department of Education originally planned to have student MCAS scores recorded on high school transcripts; a public outcry forced a retreat.29 Educational authorities in Massachusetts, along with most parents, have been steadfast in their belief that students lacking basic academic skills should not receive a high school diploma. But they shied away from the plan to make the distinctions between those with higher and lower MCAS scores part of permanent student records.

Unable to stop the drive for standards-based assessments, the NEA now calls for what it terms “smarter testing”—judging students by portfolios they submit and other “multiple indicators of success.”30 The “multiple indicators” that NEA and others are pushing may be of use for some purposes, but they are inevitably inadequate as complete measures of acquired academic skills. Take the question of portfolios, the most frequently cited form of alternative or supplemental assessment. Theodore Sizer, one of the testing opponents quoted above, has described what portfolios—demonstrating true academic “understanding”—should look like. Imagine a high school senior having taken a course entitled “What is slavery, and why might a caged bird sing?” he says. That student “might put together a portfolio of images of slavery from the different perspectives of others—the slaves and the enslavers—in the past.”31 And upon that portfolio, the student’s academic accomplishments would be assessed.

Such a portfolio might be a valuable part of a course, supplementing other information about a student’s skills and knowledge. But it is not a substitute for a good history test, and falls far short of an adequate high school exit exam. The portfolio Sizer describes would not assess a student’s true mastery of the subject of slavery. What does the student understand about the Missouri Compromise, the Kansas-Nebraska Act, the formation of the Republican Party, the Dred Scott decision, the evolution of Lincoln’s views on slavery, and so forth? And, moving beyond the issue of slavery, we should also expect an understanding of such subjects as the great debates at the Philadelphia Convention, the Bill of Rights, and the causes of World War II. In education, “less is more,” Sizer writes. He worries about “an effort merely to cover content.”32 In reality, no good education “merely” covers content. But too many classes in elementary and secondary schools have been very short on substance. “Less” has simply been less.

Teachers are already free to ask their students to prepare portfolios in classes, and to give them whatever weight they choose in the grading process. Colleges are free to accept such portfolios and drop the requirement to submit SAT or ACT scores—as a few have done. But no state can entirely rely on portfolios to judge whether students have earned a high school diploma—or mastered the skills needed to enter the workforce or pursue higher education. Among the nation’s passionate proponents of portfolios, perhaps no one was more prominent than Vermont’s former education commissioner Richard P. Mills. By 1995, however, when he was hired as New York’s education commissioner, he had become a convert to the state’s tough Regents exams.33 The Vermont program had not been a success.

Portfolios are not a testing program. No one has ever developed clear criteria for grading them; the standards are inevitably very subjective. Standardized tests can be carefully screened to avoid racial or other biases, but portfolios are open to great abuse. Thus, when the NEA calls for so-called “smarter tests” like portfolios, it is really objecting to the basic idea that all students must be able to display a certain measurable level of competence in the basic subjects.

Whether students have reached that level of competence cannot be left solely to the judgment of the 3 million teachers currently working in the nation’s schools. That is why the No Child Left Behind Act (and those who drive reform in the states) insist that standards-based tests rather than classroom grades must be used in assessing the performance of students and schools. Grades tend to cluster at the high end and are thus unreliable. A 2001 national survey of teenagers found that 61 percent received no grade lower than a B on their last report card.34 And 41 percent of students who take the SATs currently have grade-point averages in the A– to A+ range.35

We need to know how much American students in general are learning, and we especially need data on the progress of youngsters belonging to racial, ethnic, and income groups that have traditionally moved through school learning too little. Without solid information, we will never close the gap. As Education Secretary Rod Paige has said, there is a very easy way to make group differences disappear: Just get rid of the tests. But “the worst thing that could happen to disadvantaged students is not to have the gap visible.”36 An invisible problem is never addressed.

Getting In and Dropping Out

“The thing is, we’re learning that school is more important than I guess a lot of kids think,” seventh-grader Jasmine Travis-Mills told a Boston Globe reporter in September 2001. Jasmine participated in a summer residential program aimed at catching struggling students before it’s too late.37

Let’s hope Jasmine does not forget the lesson she learned over the summer, because school is indeed very important. How much Jasmine learns, and the test scores that reflect her skills and knowledge, have long-term implications—in college and on the job. It would be nice to believe that the slate is wiped clean when a student graduates—that it’s a new day, a new beginning. Alas, that is not the case. The kids who have fallen behind generally stay behind. It is hard to catch up.

Contrary to what most people think, there is now hardly any racial gap in rates of college attendance, as the last chapter noted. Not all colleges are equally academically demanding; many are community colleges and most are basically nonselective. Nevertheless, it is remarkable that black students are about as likely to enroll as whites, and Hispanics only slightly less so.

In the sample of 1988 eighth-graders in the National Education Longitudinal Study (NELS) who were followed until 2000, when the students were in their late twenties, an identical 76.5 percent of whites and of blacks had gone on to some form of postsecondary education, and the figure for Latinos was almost 70 percent (Figure 2-1).38 These findings may be too optimistic. Other sources suggest a black-white difference in college attendance rates of 10 to 15 points, and a Hispanic-white gap of about 25 points. But these are still surprisingly small gaps when you consider the higher poverty rate, the much lower proportion of children with highly educated parents, and the poor high school grade records and test scores of so many black and Latino students.39

The doors to colleges are open, even to those with extremely weak academic records. The problem is not getting in but staying and graduating. Three-quarters of the whites in the NELS sample entered college, but little more than a third (36 percent) managed to earn a four-year degree. For blacks and Hispanics, though, the dropoff from the start of their freshman year to a diploma was far greater. Three out of four African Americans entered college, but only one in six finished. The dropoff for Hispanics was almost as large; 70 percent began higher education, but just 15 percent obtained a bachelor’s degree.

The extraordinarily high black and Hispanic dropout rate is no mystery. Students who leave high school with skills at the eighth- or ninth-grade level can’t keep up in colleges that are not geared to teaching students what they should have learned in high school.

In the summer of 2001, six African-American teenagers spoke to the Portland, Oregon, school board. They were all seemingly successful graduates of Jefferson High School—students who made the school feel proud. Jonica Henderson, whose high school transcript contained a lot of A’s, went to Dillard University in New Orleans and received her first F. “That shot my dreams down because I thought Jefferson had prepared me,” she said. Her classmates told exactly the same story: A’s in high school, but F’s at college. No one should have been surprised. As a Portland educator noted, kids at troubled high schools with B+ grade-point averages often got a combined verbal and quantitative SAT score below 800.40 To ignore such a dismal score is to condemn the students to a shock in college from which many never recover. The appallingly high black and Hispanic dropout rate would seem to be the result.

Figure 2-1. Education Attained by the 1988 8th-Graders in the National Education Longitudinal Study Sample, 2000

[image: Image]

An analysis of white and black youths who graduated from high school in the 1970s and 1980s shows clearly which students are likely to make it through college. Those who did well on standardized reading and math tests went on to succeed in college. Because black students were typically less well prepared academically, they had a much harder time surviving the four years. The study delivered some good news, however. White and black students with similar high school test scores had the same college dropout rates. No racial difference.41 Close the gap in the early years, in other words, and black and Hispanic kids will be on the road to success. Precisely the same conclusion emerged from a massive study of students beginning college in 1995–1996 and traced for six years thereafter. Those with weak high school records and poor SAT scores were only half as likely to earn a college diploma as their better-prepared classmates, and disproportionate numbers of blacks and Hispanics had inadequate preparation.42

Many of the black and Hispanic students who do go on to college end up taking remedial classes. At the California State University system, reserved for students with grades in the top third of the state’s high school graduates, no less than two-thirds of all black freshmen who started in the 2000–2001 academic year had to take a remedial course in English, double the rate for whites. Even worse, a staggering 78 percent of entering black students required remedial classes in math, while the white rate was 36 percent. Some 62 percent of Mexican Americans needed remedial work in English and 55 percent in math.43

A majority of the black and Hispanic students entering the Cal State system still need, in effect, a high school education. (And about a third of whites as well, it must be remembered.) Most of the students who enter college with this handicap—whatever their race or ethnicity—are not able to catch up with their more academically prepared peers. In a sample of 1982 high school graduates, 69 percent of those who took only regular classes earned their diplomas; for those assigned to a remedial reading course, however, the figure dropped to just 39 percent.44 If the observations of one Cal State professor who teaches remedial math are accurate, that is not surprising. “Many students enter our university with mathematical proficiency below the fifth grade level,” he reports. They don’t know their times tables. “The majority do not have proficiency in simple calculations involving fractions and decimals.”45
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