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Caucasians.Also, you gottabecarefulthat you do notlosethe
upper-classAfrican-Americanpopulation.What you’ve really
got to do is projectthat you wantto elevatethe standardsfor all.
I think peopleunderstandthat.I hopetheydo.”

JamesGaither,who hasthreechildrenin thepublic system,
seesthe participation of children from all racial and ethnic
backgroundsasessentialto the tutorialprogram’ssuccess,even
thoughit wasinitiaHyconceivedasaresponseto low blackscores.
“I thinkwewill losea lot ofsupportif wesaywe aretargetinga
specificethnicgroup,” he says.

Educator,activist, father andMontclair native son Kabir
Baberdoeshis own shareof bringingchildrentogether,buthe
alsocreditsSuperintendentOsnatofor uniting partiesinterested
in tacklingthegap.Baber,47,will helpwith thenewprogramh
parentoutreach,butalsorunsa highlyregardedmentoringand
tutoringprogramcalledProjectSuccess(initially targetedatblack
childrenbutnow opento all). Hesaysthatwhite theinequities

of educationareformidable,this town hasthebestchancesof
remedyingthem.“if you can’tdo it in Montclair,” Babersays,
“you won’t beableto do it anywhere.”Eventhoughthe popu-
lation is diverse, they’re “hungryandeagerto makesureall
childrenlearn’heexplains.Indeed,middle-classblackparents..
aren’ttheonly onesinvolved in theeffort toimprovetheschools—
it’sjustthatthe recentdatahaveprovideda new,focusedcall to
arms.“So that’s why I don’t havea problemsitting atthetable
with Dr. Osnatoor anybodyelse,” Babersays,“they all want
to level theplaying field.”

The playing field hasprovenitself to be a minefield, but
still onethat manyMontclairparentsenthusiasticallytraverse.
“We know it’s not that our kids aren’t smart,” saysEvelyn
Gay. “We havekids comeout of our schoolswho go to the
bestschoolsin thenation,andtheymaynotbethechildrenof
parentswith econpmicmeansoreducationalbackgrounds.So
there’sgot to bea wayto addressthis.” u

CAUSESOFTHE RACIAL ACHIEVEMENT GAP ALL DERIVE. FROM UNEQUAL TREATMENT.

DisparitiesDemystified

O
nceagainnationalattentionis focusedon
the racial gap in academicachievement,
thanksin part tothe high-stakestestsnow
in vogueacrossthe nation.Theappearance
ofthis racial gap is by no meansa new de-

velopment.Foryears,African-American,Latino
andNativeAmericanstudentshavelaggedfar
behind their white andAsian peerson most
standardizedtests.Thegap is alsopresentin
graduationanddropoutrates,gradesandmost
othermeasuresofstudentperformance.Thecon-
sistencyofsuchpatternsinalmosteveryschoolariddistrict in the
countryhastheeffect of reinforcingwell-establishedassump-
tions regardingthe relationshipbetweenrace,academicability
and intelligence.

More often than not, explanations.for the achievementgap
focusondeficienciesamongparentsandstudents.Dysfunctional
families,lazyandunmotivatedstudents,andthe“culture ofpov-
erty”in inner-cityneighborhoodsareall frequentlycitedascauses
of thegap.Left overlookedandunaddressedarethe conditions
underwhichchildrenare educatedandthequalityofschoolsthey
attend.Sincepopularexplanationsoftendeterminethetypesof
remediesthatarepursued,it is notsurprisingthat the renewed
attentiondirectedtoward the racial gap in academicachieve-
menthasnot led to calls to addresstherealproblem: inequality
in education.

First, it’s importantto recognizethat achieve-
inent testresultsreflect more than just racial
disparities.An analysisof testscoresalsore-
vealsa closecorrespondencebet’~enthescores
childrenobtain andbroaderpatternsof social
inequality. With few exceptions,childrenof
the affluent outperformchildrenof the poor.
Explainingwhy poor children of color per-
form comparativelyless well in schoolis rel-
atively easy:Consistently,such childrenare
educatedin schools that are woefully inad-

equateonmostmeasuresofqualityandfunding.Thisisparticu-
larly truein economicallydepressedurbanareas,wherebad
schoolsarejustoneof manyobstacleswith whichpoorpeople
mustcontend.Parentsoften perceiveinner-citypublic schools
as hopelessandunresponsiveto their needs,promptingthose
who canto opt for privateschools.Many havealso actively
soughtalternativesthroughvouchersandvariousprivatization
schemes.

Yetwhatmakestheracialgapuniquelyparadoxicalis thefact
that the benefitstypically associatedwith middle-classstatus
don’t accrueto African-Americanand,in many cases,Latino
students.inmanyschooldistricts,childrenofcolorfrom middle-
class,college-educatedfamilies tag significantlybehindwhite
studentsin mostachievementmeasures.Theperformanceof
theserelativelyprivilegedstudentshasbroughtrenewedattention
to the relationshipbetweenraceandeducationalperformance.
This is the issuethat haspromptedfifteen racially integrated,
affluentschooldistricts[includingMontclair,NewJersey,whose
experienceLise Funderburgdescribeson page26] to form a
consortiumcalledtheMinority StudentAchievementNetwork.
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TheNation.
Teachersand Professors!
Bringing nationalandglobal eventsto life in
theclassroomisn’t easy.Textbooksareoutof
date.Mainstreamperiodicalssupplyonly the
conventionalwisdom.

Sohowcan you interestyourstudentsin cur-
renteventsandget themdebatingthetopics of
theday?

With thesupportofresearchersassembledby theCollegeBoard,
thenet’ivork, comprisingdistrictsin suchcommunitiesasWhite
Plains,NewYork, AnnArbor, Michigan,andBerkeley,Califor-
nia,seeksto understandthecausesof the racialachievementgap
andto devisesolutionsfor reversingit.

Onthefaceof it, thepotentialfor successinreducingthegap
in thesedistrictswould seemhigh.All fifteen schooldistricts
in thenetworkhaveatrackrecordof sendinglargenumbersof
affluentwhite studentsto the bestcollegesanduniversitiesin
thecountry.Additionally, unlike schoolsin high-povertyareas,
funding is largely nota majorobstacleto reform.Eachdistrict
is locatedin an affluent community with a highly educated
populationknownfor itscommitmentto liberalpolitical andso-
cial values.Yet in all fifteendistrictsthereis a persistent,deeply
ingrainedsensethat eventhis ambitiousandwell-intentioned
effortwill-fail to alterstudentoutcomes.

The pessimismin thesedistricts, and in othersthat have
launchedeffortstoovercometheracialachievementgap,mustbe
understoodin historicalcontext.In manyareasgreateremphasis
hasbeenplacedon how to achieveracial integrationin schools
than on how to servetheeducationalneedsof a diversestudent
population.Evenin the liberal districts,in theMinority Student
AchievementNetwork, someof whichwereamongthefirst in
the nation to voluntarily desegregate,the arrival of significant
numbersof studentsofcolor in the latesixtiesandearlyseventies
metwithconsiderableopposition.Fromtheverybeginning,the
presenceof African-Americanchildren,especiallythose from
low-incomefamilies,wasperceivedasanintrusion,andbecause
the childrenwereperceivedas disadvantagedand deficientin
comparisonwith their white schoolmates,educatingthemhas
always beenregardedas a challenge.Sincestudentsof color
wereframedas“problems”and“challenges”fromtheverystart,
it is hardly surprisingthat theywouldcontinueto betreatedas
a problemrequiringspecialinterventionyearslater.

Moreover,educationalpracticesoften havetheeffect of fa-
voringwhitestudentsandhinderingtheeducationalopportunities
ofAfric an-AmericansandLatinos.This isparticularlytruewhen
it comesto trackingandsortingstudentsonthe basisofability.
A largebody of researchhasshownthatstudentsof colorare
morelikely to be excludedfrom classesfor thosedeemedgifted
in primary school, and from honorsandAdvancedPlacement
(AP) coursesin high school.The EducationTrust hasshown,
throughits researchon scienceandmath education,that even
studentsof colorwho meetthe criteria for accessto advanced
coursesare more likely to beturnedawaybasedon the recom-
mendationof a counseloror teacher.Theyarealsomorelikely to
be placedin remedialandspecial-educationclasses,and to be
subjectto varyingformsof schooldiscipline.

A closeexaminationofaccesstoAPcoursesinCaliforniare-
vealshow certaineducationalpracticescontributeto themain-
tenanceof the racial achievementgap. Sincethe mid-eighties,
thenumberofAP coursesavailableto studentsat highschools
in Californiahastripled. Thisincreasehasbeenattributedto a
1984 decisionby theUniversity of Californiato give greater
weight to the gradesearnedby studentswho enroll in AP
courses.However,AP coursesare not uniformly availableto
students.At someinner-cityandrural schools,few if anysuch
coursesareoffered,while atprivateandaffluentsuburbanschools,
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it is notuncommonforstudentsto haveaccessto fifteenor more
AP courses[seeAlan Jenkins,“Leveling thePlaying Field,”
March6]. Moreover,ourown researchatBerkeleyHigh School
has shownthat even when minority studentsare enrolled at
schoolsthatdo offeralargenumberofAP courses,theyaremore
likely to beactivelydiscouragcd~fromtaking themby teachers
andcounselors.

Beyond the policies and practices that contributeto the
achievementgap,anumberof complexculturalfactorsarealso
important.Missing from the researchandpolicy debatesis an
understandingof the waysin whichchildren cometo perceive
the relationshipbetweentheir racial identity andwhat they
believetheycandoacadem-

oneofthefew socialsettings
wherekids interactwithpeoplefrom differentbackgrounds.To
theextentthataschOol’s sortingprocessesdisproportionately
relegateblackandbrownchildrentospaceswithin schoolsthat
areperceivedasnegativeandmarginal,it is likely thatchildren
ofcolorwiil cOmeto perceivecertainactivitiesandcoursesas
eithersuitableor off.limits for them.

In schoolswherefew minority studentsare enrolled inAP
courses,evenstudentswhomeetthecriteria for enrollmentmay
refusetotakesuchcoursesout ofconcernthattheywill become
isolatedfrom theirpeers.The sameis truefor theschoolband,
newspaper,debatingteamor honorsociety.Whentheseactivities
areseenasthedomainof white students,nonwhitestudentsare
lesslikely tojoin. Peergroupsplayalargerole in determining
the academicorientationof students,not to mentiontheir style
of clothes,mannerof speechandfuture careeraspirations.For
middle-classAfrican-AmericanandLatinostudents,thismeans
thatdespitereceivingencouragementfrom theirparentstodo well
in school,the peergroup.with whom they identify maypush
themin adifferentdirection.

Thereare alsocultural factors relatedto the attitudesand
behaviorsof studentsandthe childrearingpracticesofparents
thatinfluencestudentperformance.Severalstudies~forexample,
haveindicatedthatmiddle-classAfrican-AmericanandLatino
studentsspendlesstime oti homeworkandstudyin’ lesseffec-
tive ways than middle-classwhite andAsian students.Also,
despite.the visibility of African-Americanstudentsin sports
suáhasfootball andbasketball,researchshowsthat thesestu-
dentsarelesslikely to be involvedin otherextracurricularac-
tivities (which areshowntopositivelyinfluenceachievement),
and in their responsesto surveystheyaremorelikely to em-
phasizethe importanceof beingpopularamongfriends than
doingwell in schooL.

Finally, imagesrootedin racial stereotypes,that permeate
Americansocietylimit the aspirationsofAfrican-Americanand
Latirlo students.Despitethedauntingoddsof successin profes-
sional sportsandentertainment,manyyoung peopleof color
believethey haveagreaterchanceof becominga highly paid
athleteorhip-hopartistthananengineer,doctoror softwarepro-
grammer.Andwith therollbackofaffirmativeactionatcolleges
anduniversities,thereis little doubtthatstudentswho possess

Lestrecognitionof theracialachievementgapdriveusinto
greaterdespairaboutthe prospectsfor eliminatingracial in-
equality inAmerica,wemustalsorecognizethat to theextent
changeispossible,it is morelikely to Occurin educationthan
in anyothersector.Thisisbecausedespiteits faults; public e4u~
cationremainsthemostdemocraticandaccessibleinstitutionin
thecountry.In fact, in thepost—welfarereformperiod,it isvir-
tually all that remainsofthesocialsafetynetfor,poorchildren.

Moreover,thereareschoolswhereno achievementgapexists,

andthereare studentswho achieveat highlevelsdespitethein-
credibleoddsfacingthem.Thesebrightspotsofsuccessreveal
whatmightbepossibleif we lived in a societythat trulyvalued.
childrenandwasgenuinelycommittedto equity andhigh-quality
educationfor all. . .. . . ...

Realizingsuchan idealwould requireacomprehensiveef-
fort toreversetheeffectsofracialandeconomicinequalityin the-

classroom,but it might beginwith afew basic,thoughcostly,
measures:(1)significantlyraisingsalariessothaiteaching‘would
be an attractivecareerfor the~bestcOllege graduates;~(2)in-
suring thatpoorchildrenhaveaccessto well-qualified teachers
from diverseracialandethnicbackgrounds;and-to schools.with
adequateresources;and(3) providing parents.in4ow~.income
areaswith themeansto exertgreaterinfluenceoverthe-schools
their children attend.Theseare not radicalmeasures.Indeed,
theyarealreadyfeaturesofschools‘iti mostmiddle-class-sub-
urbancommunities.But bringing them to low-incomeareas.
would requirestatesto addressthe hugedisparitiesin funding
that arisefrom the way schoolsare financedthroughout.the
countrySincetheelectoraldefeatofformerNewJerseyGovernor
Jim Florio in 1993—thelastmajor electedofficial to makea
seriousattemptto addresssuchinequities—fewhavebeenwill-
ing to takeon this critical issue.

Despitethedefeatssuchmeasureshavesuffered.inthecourts
andatthepolls,politiciansdorecognizethat thepublicin deeply
concernedaboutimprovingthe qualityofeducation,andasthey
clamorto position-themselvesas friendsandsu ,çrtersof edu-
cationwemustdemandthattheyaddressquestionsofequity.’For
those of uswho,believethai public educationcan serve asa.
sourceofhopeandopportunity;thetimeis ripe for making.our
voicesheardsothishistoric opportunityis notmissed.’

entertainmentvaluetouniversities,who canslam-dunkorscore
touchdowns,will be admittedregardlessof their academic.per~
formance,evenasaspiringdoctorsandlawyersaretuthedaway.
- Whenplacedwithin thebroadercontextofracerelationsin
Americansociety,thecausesoftheracialachievement-gapap-,
pearlesscomplexandmysterious;the gapis merelyanother
reflectionofthedisparitiesin experienceandlife chancesfor
individualsfromdifferentracialgroups.in fact,giventhehistory.
of racismin theUnited Statesandthe ‘ongoingreality .ofracial
discrimination,it would be moresurprisingif an achievement
gapdid notexist.If thechildrenof thosewho aremostlikelyto
be incarcerated,deniedhousing-andemployment,passedover

forpromotionsorharassedby
ically. For man)’ children, thepolice didjust aswell in.
schoolsplay an important . schoolasthosewhoselives
role in shapingtheir racial States,it wouldactuallybemoresurprising are largely free~ofsucli.en.
identities‘because’they are ‘ if a racial achievementgapdid not exist. cumbrances,thatwoUld-trUly

- . ‘,. ‘ beremarkablenews.:

Giventhe historyofracismin the-United’


