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CHAPTER TWO 

 
Reframing the Ecology of  

Opportunity and Achievement Gaps 
Why “No Excuses” Reforms Have Failed  

to Narrow Student Group Differences  
in Educational Outcomes 

 

ROBERT K. REAM, SARAH M. RYAN, 

 AND JOSE A. ESPINOZA 

 
How are we to understand the long-standing expectation that public schools, all on their own, can remedy deep-rooted 
racial, social class, and linguistic disparities in educational opportunity and achievement? Is it indeed the case, as so much 
discourse surrounding education would imply, that all the work that needs doing can occur solely within the schools? In 
this chapter we argue that the current agenda for the reform of primary and secondary education in the United States 
needs to be altered. Our present path offers school-centered formulations of the problems and possible solutions, most 
often without weighing how other social institutions influence educational results. To continue on this path is to remain 
complicit in the perpetuation of the very student group achievement gaps that decades of reforms have been framed as 
being designed to eliminate.   

In making our case, we begin by measuring the incidence and causes of the gaps in educational performance, taking 
account of the fluctuation in these gaps over time. Next we offer an account of how these gaps affect the lives of 
disenfranchised minority and poor students, but we also suggest that society at large has increasingly come to experience 
the repercussions of the disparate outcomes for students who are economically and culturally enfranchised and those 
who are not. It is clear to us, after taking a hard look at decades of research on this matter, that even though the 
standards and accountability reforms of the past twenty years coincided with increased achievement for the overall 
student population, that same “no excuses” approach has failed to narrow the differences in educational outcomes 
persisting at the group level and may have contributed to the perpetuation of this phenomenon. We can only conclude 
that the current tactics of holding schools almost entirely responsible for closing gaps, or rather for failing to close them, 
amounts to a kind of scapegoating, revealing if only by accident the “soft bigotry of low expectations”—not as pertains 
to what we expect of children,1 but rather as concerns what we expect of ourselves as a society.2  

In preparing the ground for an honest discussion of the occurrences, sources, and consequences of the educational 
problems now commonly referenced by the somewhat contentious label “the achievement gap,” we first enter here into 
a discussion of the especially polemical issue of how it is that we as a nation find ourselves in this predicament.3 Since 
the early 1970s, analyses of nationally representative survey data have documented an enduring history of achievement 
differences, which reveals that whites and especially East Asians enjoy relatively high average student performance, while 
African Americans and some Hispanic and Southeast Asian subgroups experience relatively low average student 
performance. 4 Moreover, children whose families are on the lower rungs of the social class ladder and/or speak a 
language other than English at home average far lower achievement and educational attainment levels than their 
wealthier, English-fluent counterparts. Thus, it is important to recognize that what is often characterized as a single 



unyielding gap between white students and all minority students is more accurately portrayed as multiple gaps that 
fluctuate between and within racial, social class, and linguistic groups. Yet, despite decades of school reform designed to 
eradicate glaring inequities in education, the gaps in educational outcomes now appear not only intractable but also (at 
least to some educators and policy makers) all but ineradicable. It is not an overstatement to say that the persistence of 
this problem has begun to undermine Americans’ faith in the ability of public schools to confront the disadvantages 
faced by poor and minority students and to somehow “level the playing field” for all.  

To shed light on what we see as the unrealistic expectation that public schools alone should be capable of 
remedying the gaps, we draw attention to how empirical evidence about the ebb and flow of educational inequities has 
shaped the education policy agenda. Such research goes a long way, we maintain, to dispelling some of the unrealistic 
expectations about what schools can do on their own, expectations that are deeply entrenched in the ways we talk about 
and have thought to bring about the convergence of majority and minority students’ educational performance. Our 
ability to repair educational inequity will depend on an honest reckoning with evidence such as that presented here and 
may also require, we suggest, a thoroughgoing effort to mobilize the social institutions outside of  school that play such a 
large—but still to this day often unacknowledged—role in students’ educational experiences.  

 

THE EBB AND FLOW OF THE GAPS ON THE POLICY AGENDA  

James Coleman was a sociologist at Johns Hopkins University when his controversial 1966 report to the U.S. Congress, 
Equality of Educational Opportunity, became the first national study to offer a systematic description of racial/ethnic 
differences in academic achievement among children of various ages. Prior to the Coleman Report, investigations of this 
nature had been focused on educational inputs: school effectiveness was measured by the resources that went into 
schools, not the quality of the students who came out of them.5 Coleman found that (1) although schools certainly 
influence student achievement—much of what tests measure must be learned in schools—and (2) although school 
quality varies widely in the United States, nevertheless, the large documented differences in the quality of schools 
attended by black and white children failed to explain most of the differences in average levels of achievement between 
blacks and whites.6 These rather controversial findings have been cross-examined by many researchers.7 Until very 
recently few, if any, disputed Coleman’s fundamental claims.8 Soon after publication of the Coleman Report, the federal 
government allotted substantial resources across multiple jurisdictions in an attempt to close family, school, and 
community input gaps. In fact, school desegregation in the wake of the 1964 Civil Rights Act combined with the Great 
Society’s War on Poverty programs (including Head Start, compensatory Title I funding, the Safe Streets Act, the 
Economic Opportunity Act, and the Model Cities program) helped reduce glaring resource inequities and coincided with 
nearly twenty years of steady and substantial progress in reducing both the black-white and Hispanic-white test-score 
gaps since 1971, per figure 2.1.9  

Paul Barton and Richard Coley of the nonprofit Educational Testing Service recently summarized much of the 
research on this topic.10 They conclude that approximately one-third of the gap reduction during this twenty-year time 
period can be attributed to improved family conditions in minority households, such as increases in parents’ education 
and income, relative to white families.11 Nevertheless, it is clear that by the time U.S. Secretary of Education Terrel Bell 
released the landmark 1983 report to Congress, A Nation at Risk, concerns about inequality on the domestic front were 
pushed into the background, giving way to a growing preoccupation with educational efficiency, global competitiveness, 
and the politics of education productivity.12 Thus, many targeted programs for the poor and compensatory education 
reforms were rolled back throughout the 1980s.13 Some programs were completely eliminated.14 By the late 1980s much 
of the progress in narrowing educational opportunity and achievement gaps had stalled. 



 

The Bell Curve  

The widening of test-score gaps in the late 1980s went largely unnoticed until 1994, when experimental psychologist 
Richard Herrnstein and political scientist Charles Murray published The Bell Curve to much fanfare and subsequent 
controversy. 15 Their conclusions about the genetic inevitability of the gap were deduced from the research of others and 
resurrected in particular the much-disputed claims of education psychologist Arthur Jensen, which were first published 
in 1969 in the Harvard Educational Review.16 When a special task force of the American Psychological Association reviewed 
the data used by Herrnstein and Murray, they arrived at a much different conclusion: the paucity of direct evidence of 
the black-white differential in psychometric intelligence simply could not support the genetic hypothesis.17 Richard E. 
Nisbett, a distinguished professor of social psychology at the University of Michigan, has charged the authors of The Bell 
Curve with having provided a “shockingly incomplete and biased” reading of the research.18 Today what all psychologists 
agree upon is that a person’s developed capacity for intelligent behavior often differs in predictable ways from his or her 
hereditary potential.19 So-called intelligence or aptitude tests measure the development of innate abilities.20 The collective 
research of American psychology leads one to conclude that the quality of the world that a person lives in explains far 
more of the variance in achievement than the number of blacks or whites in a person’s family tree.21  

 

The Standards and Accountability Movement 

Though the effort to put achievement gaps on the policy agenda in the mid-1990s might once have seemed auspicious to 
educators, inequities in educational outcomes have persisted since that time. The shift to a policy focused on standards 
and accountability was already owing to, and since then has only been reinforced by, the belief that the work of 



narrowing or altogether erasing achievement gaps belongs solely to the schools. Unfortunately, achievement gaps remain 
a priority on the agenda to this day because they have not been effectively redressed by the standards and accountability 
policy. As Harris and Herrington write:  

The policies implemented before 1990, and recommended in A Nation at Risk, were based on the idea that schools needed 
greater capacity and that students needed to be pressured to take more difficult courses. By the earlier 1990s, some argued 
that the NAR recommendations had failed and therefore reversed the logic, assuming instead that it is the schools that need 
to be pressured.22 

But those who single out schools as responsible for the persistence of unacceptable gaps in educational outcomes at the 
group level seem too often to be ignoring the fact that children spend the vast majority of their time in any given year 
outside the classroom—at home, in extracurricular activities, hanging with friends in the neighborhood—in short, 
somewhere other than in the formal academic setting.23 

In taking account of the research on the gaps in outcomes and considering what might be done to eliminate them, 
in this chapter we draw on the work of developmental psychologist Urie Bronfenbrenner, whose ecological systems theory 
holds that the interconnectedness of several environmental systems, including families, peers, schools and communities, 
plays a major role in human development. 24 Educators and policy makers need not only to recognize the broad range of 
in-school and out-of-school factors that shape students’ educational experience and their academic achievement, but 
they need also to deploy this knowledge, working collaboratively with persons from different but often overlapping 
social spheres of influence, to take action and alter the way we approach education in our society. The plain fact is that 
the gaps between minority or poor students and  otherwise socially enfranchised children is already at roughly a year with 
regard to educational outcomes for math and reading by the time children enter kindergarten. 25 These differences at the 
group level remain fairly constant between the first and twelfth grades, so it is safe to say that it is not generally the 
schools themselves that create or even foster the inequity.26 Indeed, while children are in school, the gap typically 
narrows, but when they’re outside of the classroom, it widens.27 In short, there is no getting around the fact that children 
are beings embedded in social networks, nested in families, navigating relatively complex social lives with peers, and 
functioning as members of neighborhoods and communities in which school is one important social institution among 
many shaping their reality. Schools may be charged with the formal education that is supposed to take place within the 
classroom, but the many competing and overlapping spheres of students’ lives greatly influence their educational 
performance; and it is nearly impossible to isolate these spheres such that we might measure the influence of each as 
separate from the others. 

INCIDENCE OF THE GAPS 

However outcome gaps are measured—whether by preschool vocabulary, elementary school grades, middle school 
standardized test scores, or high school or college completion rates—the fact that there is a continuing history of race, 
social class, and linguistic differences in American education is not debatable.  
 

Further Evidence About Test-Score Gaps from NAEP 

Perhaps the best evidence is derived from the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), widely known as 
“the nation’s report card.” NAEP trend data demonstrate persistent, if somewhat fluctuating, racial test-score gaps going 
back to 1971. Although black-white and Hispanic-white gaps in mathematics and reading narrowed substantially 
between 1971 and 1988, trends toward test-score convergence reversed in the late 1980s. Some gaps stabilized and 
others actually widened throughout the 1990s.28 Since 1999, however, black-white and Hispanic-white math and reading 



test-score gaps have held fairly constant across age groups— with the exception of a slight convergence in the Hispanic-
white math gap and the black-white reading gap among nine-year-olds. This convergence has been trumpeted by the 
U.S. Department of Education as evidence of the impact of the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001.29  

Figure 2.2 depicts cross-sectional analyses of fourth- and eighth-grade students’ mathematics and reading results 
from the 2009 main NAEP. Asian Pacific Americans and whites score well above national averages at both grade levels. 
Asian fourth-grade students exceed the national math mean by .55 standard deviations (.50 SD approximates one year of 
academic growth), outperforming by .24 SD their white counterparts, who also score above the national average. 
Hispanics and African Americans score below the national average in fourth and eighth grade. The math gap is especially 
pronounced at approximately .60 SD for African Americans, whereas Hispanic students score approximately .40 SD 
below the national average in mathematics and reading at both grade levels.  

 

 
 



 
Figure 2.3 depicts NAEP test-score gaps in 2009 according to student eligibility for the federally assisted National 

School Lunch Program (NSLP). We also account for English language learner (ELL) status in the test-score 
comparisons in figure 2.3.30 Children whose families earn so little that the federal government chips in to provide a 
healthy lunch score approximately .40 SD below the average in math and reading at both grade levels. Even more 
pronounced are the gaps for children not yet deemed proficient in English, most of whom (77%) speak Spanish at 
home.31 Fourth-grade ELLs lag the national math test score average by .72 standard deviations. For ELLs to match the 
average eighth-grade math scores of their English-fluent counterparts, it would require an additional two years (1.14 SD) 
of academic growth. Reading gaps for English language learners are especially conspicuous.32  

 

 

 



Gaps in High School and College Attainment 

While standardized achievement data reveal students’ relative mastery of specific knowledge and skills, still other data 
document differences in group-level educational attainment by alternative measures. For instance, according to the 
National Center for Education Statistics, high school dropout rates for Hispanics and blacks substantially exceed those 
for Asians and whites.33 Although gaps in high school attainment have narrowed in the past thirty years, the disparity in 
the graduation rates of Hispanics versus other racial/ethnic groups persists at double-digit rates.34 The alarmingly high 
Hispanic high school dropout rate—1.2 million Hispanics between the ages of sixteen and twenty-four were dropouts in 
2008— is nearly twice that of blacks and more than three times that of Asians and whites (see figure 2.4).35 It should be 
noted, however, that Hispanics are also making real educational gains over generations. These improvements are 
obscured by the continuing influx of new immigrants.36 Illustratively, while almost one-third of sixteen- to twenty-four-
year old Hispanic immigrants were dropouts in 2008, approximately 14 percent of U.S-born Hispanics had failed to 
complete a high school degree.37 Nevertheless, these numbers also prefigure problematic trends in educational 
attainment at the college level, where between 1971 and 2009, the gap in bachelor’s degree attainment between blacks 
and whites increased from 12 to 18 percentage points, while the gap between Hispanics and whites grew even more, 
increasing from 14 to 25 percentage points.38  

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Since taking office, President Barack Obama has continued to reaffirm the goal that the United States produce an 
additional eight million college graduates by 2020 and reclaim the world’s top spot as the country with the highest 
percentage of college completers. Several recent reports, expanding upon decades of similar reports, echo this message.39 

Although this rising tide of education has arguably lifted all boats, overall higher college participation rates for all 
demographic groups have directed attention away from enduring inequities along racial/ethnic and socioeconomic 
lines.40 While the “college for all” ideology may not align well with the jobs available in an increasingly segmented 
economy in which, by one recent estimate, a college degree is required for only half of the jobs landed by new graduates, 
it remains the case that those who do not enroll and do not complete college degrees are precisely the underrepresented 
black, Hispanic, and Native American youth who have always experienced limited educational and social mobility in this 
country.41 Therefore, before rapidly abandoning the goal for all students to be college educated, it is worth pausing to 
consider whether hastily doing so will further cloak unwarranted differences in who gets what kind of postsecondary 
education under yet more layers of rhetoric.  

Consider, for example, the highly uneven distribution of college degrees in the biological sciences, where non-Asian 
minorities continue to be underrepresented despite a half century of national attention directed at strengthening and 
diversifying the scientifically and technologically trained labor force.42 In 2004, blacks enrolled in undergraduate biology 
programs in proportion to their numbers throughout the United States. Yet among graduate students, the proportion of 
biology doctorates awarded African Americans fell 60 percent short of their demographic distribution throughout the 
nation. This inverse relationship between rigor and prestige in the biological sciences and the representation of blacks in 
that field also held true for U.S. Hispanics, who in 2004 were especially underrepresented in faculty positions, as shown 
in figure 2.5. Clearly, rates of science attainment decrease precipitously as underrepresented minorities move from 
undergraduate education to more prestigious and remunerative levels of higher education, including graduate school, 
postdoctoral work, and academic positions.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The rapidly increasing percentage of minorities in the U.S. population, with Hispanics constituting the vast majority 
of the growth, underscores the enormous significance of these gaps across all levels of education.43 Thus, over the past 
two decades, many policy makers have redoubled their efforts (perhaps sometimes only symbolically) to achieve group-
level equality of educational outcomes, if not inputs. Ironically, however, while official interest in these described gaps in 
American education may be at an all-time high, we have precious little to show for the past twenty years of reform 
efforts professedly designed to tackle the problem. Thus, America is confronted with a troubling reality: an increasingly 
significant portion of the eligible U.S. voting and working population is comprised of individuals drawn from groups 
whose academic achievement and educational attainment is significantly below the rest of the nation.44 This presents a 
serious moral, civic, and economic challenge. Yet, before discussing in greater detail the implications of the vast 
inequalities we have depicted here, it is important to outline the manifold and overlapping sources of these disparities.  

 

SOURCES OF THE GAPS 

When we turn to an examination, then, of contextual factors contributing to gaps in education, the breadth and depth of 
their sources quickly becomes apparent. Since causes are layered and overlapping, they are best considered 
simultaneously across domains. From a top-down structural perspective, one might perceive broad economic conditions 
as being linked to, say, state and local tax rate policies that bear directly, if also differentially, upon community labor 
markets and housing values—which, in turn, dictate school finance schemes. There are indeed sizable gaps in 
educational resources in communities serving predominantly white and predominantly minority children.45 From a less 
structural, bottom-up perspective, concentrated on student effort and family influence, one sees substantial variation in 
parents’ approaches to child rearing. Whether children are talked at or listened to, how frequently they read and are read 
to, and whether or not they attend quality preschool and summer school are important factors that are conditioned by 
parents’ effort and resources. Children’s friends and peers pick up where families leave off, exerting increasing influence 
as students progress through schooling.46 In short, there is a dynamic and sometimes transformative relationship 
between the practices of real people (including students, parents, peers, and teachers) and the structures of school, 
society, and even history.47 

In figure 2.6 we offer a nested, albeit by no means exhaustive, depiction of the many structural and individual-level 
factors that have been examined to understand the causes of the gaps. The embedded domains are not mutually 
exclusive categories. Rather, they are composed of related factors that act upon one another in complex ways that are 
often difficult to observe and quantify.48 One challenge, therefore, is to determine the extent to which the attributes of 
formal institutional settings and those of less formal student, family, peer group, and neighborhood and societal-level 
influences contribute to the gaps. A few of the better documented causes of these gaps are noted below. 

  

 

 

 

 

 



 



Resegregation and the Distribution of Teacher Quality 

In June 2007, a divided U.S. Supreme Court restricted the ability of public school districts to use race in determining 
which schools students can attend. Most voluntary desegregation efforts by school districts are now unconstitutional and 
most students are now assigned to schools based only on where they live. According to Gary Orfield and Chungmei Lee 
of the UCLA Civil Rights Project, the resegregation of American schools has accelerated since the early 1990s and 
continues to grow in all parts of the country, most conspicuously among African Americans and Hispanics.49 Not since 
President Lyndon Johnson signed the Civil Rights Act have schools been as segregated as they are today. When we ask 
what it is about segregated schools that contributes to racial achievement gaps, many point to course offerings, the 
composition of the student body, and perhaps especially the “instruction gap.”50 In a 1991 study of nine hundred Texas 
school districts, Harvard University’s Achievement Gap Initiative director, Ronald Ferguson, found that nearly all of the 
school-level variation in the gap in achievement between blacks and whites was attributable to systematic differences in 
the skills of their teachers.51 The simple fact is that far fewer of the best-prepared teachers are teaching in schools where 
the vast majority of students are black and/or Hispanic. These disparities in access to high-quality teachers and teaching 
are large and growing worse.52 Yet recent research shows that when low-income students of color are given the 
opportunity to live in middle-class neighborhoods and partake of the privileges that accompany schools serving more 
well-off students, they make gains that reduce test-score gaps.53  

Although quality teachers are important, it is nevertheless the case that most of the group-level variation in student 
achievement outcomes can be attributed to factors outside of schools. As findings based on and replicating the Coleman 
Report have time and again demonstrated, other structured political, economic, and social conditions that envelope 
schools also impact gaps in achievement. 

  

The Seasonality of Children’s Learning 

Among a broad range of studies that contradict the notion that American education is a failed enterprise and public 
schools are to blame, research on the equity implications of summer learning stands out.54 For decades the sociologist 
Karl Alexander and his colleagues at Johns Hopkins University have been tracking a large representative sample of 
youngsters who began first grade in 1982 in twenty Baltimore City Public Schools.55 Each student in the elementary 
school sample took the California Achievement Test (CAT) in September, just after summer vacation, and again in June 
at the end of the school year. Thus, it became possible to disentangle school-year achievement gains between September 
and June from the out-of-school learning that occurred from June to September (with today’s proliferation of out-of-
school programs, it would be much harder to reproduce a natural experiment like this). Figure 2.7 replicates a portion of 
Alexander’s findings disaggregated by family socioeconomic status. Although first graders from higher- SES families 
start out with a 32-point advantage over the first graders from the poorest homes, both groups make markedly similar 
school-year gains in reading throughout elementary school. During third grade, high-SES children learn more, while 
reading gains in grades 2, 4, and 5 advantage low-SES children. In the formal school setting through fifth grade, poor 
children actually “outlearn” higher- SES children 191 points to 187 points. Over the summer, however, the reading 
scores of the low-SES children fluctuate around a flat trend line, while wealthier students continue to make much more 
substantial gains. They may learn more during the school year, but when it comes to reading skills, poor kids fall further 
and further behind over the summer. Thus, by the end of fifth grade, the initial reading gap between low- and higher-
SES children has more than doubled, from 32 points to 74 points. This pattern indicates, first, that group-level 
differences in achievement at the elementary school level reflect conditions outside school far more than those inside 
school. Virtually all of the reading advantage that higher- SES students have over poor students is the result of 



differences they bring to school from home and the way that more privileged children learn when they are not in 
school.56 Second, schools do not exacerbate unequal school performance across social lines. Instead, schooling mitigates 
inequality by limiting the expansion of the gaps as children progress through elementary school.57  

 

 

Socioeconomic Status and Parenting  

What is it about the out-of-school context that can account for summer advantage for some children and a summer slide 
for others? Myriad studies confirm that socioeconomic status as a measure of parental education, employment, and 
income is among the most powerful predictors of student achievement.58 And many prominent social scientists have 
shown that the correlation between SES and race is inevitably linked to diminished access to quality education for 
underrepresented minorities, and thus, not surprisingly, to patterned racial inequality in educational outcomes.59 While 



only 7 percent of white mothers in the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study of the Kindergarten Class of 1998–99 had 
failed to complete high school, a full 18 percent of black mothers and 35 percent of Latina mothers had failed to do so.60 

Likewise, only 15 percent of white children (and 11 percent of Asians) under the age of eighteen were living in poverty 
in 2005 compared to almost one-third of all black and Hispanic children.61 Not only are black and Hispanic children 
more likely to have parents who have not completed high school and are poor, but they are also more likely to attend 
schools with other poor children. To the degree that both family poverty and school poverty affect academic 
achievement, Hispanic and black students are twice disadvantaged.62  

Some understanding of how SES influences achievement is provided by psychologists who study the interactions 
between parents and children. The research of psychologist Laurence Steinberg at Temple University indicates that a 
lack of school-specific knowledge and a lack of opportunity (good parenting takes a lot of time) are what differentiate 
high- and low-SES parents in their parenting styles and approaches to raising children.63 Other research conducted by 
Betty Hart and Todd Risley, child psychologists at the University of Kansas, links children’s language development to 
parents’ communication style. In a well-known 1995 study, they found that by age three the children of professionals 
had vocabularies of about 1,100 words— and the children of welfare parents had vocabularies of about half as many 
words.64 Comparing children’s vocabulary scores with their home life, Hart and Risley concluded that children’s 
vocabulary correlated most closely to the number of words the parents spoke to their child. And the number and kinds 
of words that children heard varied markedly by social class. The most basic difference was in the number of 
prohibitions and words of disapproval heard by the child as compared with the number of encouragements or words of 
praise. Hearing fewer words yet many prohibitions had a negative effect on IQ, while hearing lots of words, especially 
affirmations and complex sentences, improved IQ. In short, early childhood parenting practices and communication 
styles matter greatly and are patterned along class lines.   

To reiterate, only about one-third of the racial gap in achievement can be attributed to what goes on in schools. 
And there is an emerging research consensus that family socioeconomic status accounts for at least another third of the 
gap in educational outcomes.65 While the effect of schools on a child’s academic achievement is nearly impossible to 
isolate from other influences (including family SES), most researchers agree that even eliminating vast resource 
differences between schools and among families would not entirely close the racial gap in achievement. In fact, one of 
the most perplexing aspects of the racial test-score gap is its persistence among even middle-class students and among 
students at the top of the achievement spectrum—the very pool from which our nation’s leaders are drawn.66  

 

Wealth and Future Aspirations  

However, it is possible that this puzzling aspect of the racial test-score gap may be related to the fact that researchers 
have largely relied on income as an indicator of class status, while the relationships that achievement and other important 
student outcomes share with household wealth has received far less attention in this body of literature.67 Variously defined 
as assets, net worth, and ownership of financial products, regardless of how wealth is measured, ethnoracial wealth 
disparities are greater than those displayed by any other socioeconomic measure, and these differences persist at every 
income level.68 Moreover, as Wei-Jun Jean Yeung and Dalton Conley assert, “there are ample reasons to suspect that 
race differences in family wealth levels may help explain differences in child outcome measures.”69 

Wealth may affect educational outcomes through a variety of mechanisms, in part depending on the sources of 
wealth and the age of the child. One way in which wealth may impact outcomes is by providing a safety net during times 
of income instability, underscoring the importance of liquid forms of wealth. It could also be that the social-
psychological returns to wealth are just as influential through their effect on youths’ sense of social class standing, 



security, and future aspirations that derive from the presence of visible manifestations of wealth throughout the course 
of family life. Yeung and Conley, sociologists at New York University, found a stronger association between family 
wealth and cognitive achievement among school-age children than among preschoolers, and within the school-age 
sample, a stronger association with math scores than with reading scores. In their concluding remarks, the pair speculate 
that the presence of wealth over time in a family may have a stronger impact by promoting a sense of economic security 
and future orientation. Specifically, they remark, “It is plausible that in young adulthood, wealth may become an even 
more critical factor in shaping one’s path to college attendance, career success, or even the timing of marriage and choice 
of partners.”70 This position is supported by studies that have linked wealth to years  of completed schooling, college 
enrollment, and college completion.71 That being said, it should merit attention that at the same time that racial 
disparities in college completion have grown, so too have racial wealth gaps widened.72  

 

Individual Identity and Stereotype Threat 

The work of Stanford social psychologist Claude Steele also helps to interpret the persistent achievement gaps even 
among students who are enrolled in our nation’s most competitive universities. In spite of the many obstacles that 
inhibit educational achievement among non-Asian minority students, many forge ahead to attain high levels of academic 
success. Some minorities within the academic vanguard, however, may encounter further achievement barriers 
corresponding to their relative identification with schooling. In his groundbreaking work on how stereotypes interact 
with students’ identities to shape educational performance, Steele explains what he calls “stereotype threat.”73 According 
to Steele, stereotype threat arises when school-identified African Americans are in a situation or doing something for 
which a negative stereotype about one’s group applies and must therefore be disconfirmed. Thus, stereotypes become 
particularly threatening for those who associate their identity and self-worth with success in a domain where their own 
group has been obviously stereotyped. So above and beyond the K–12 instruction gap and the socioeconomic and 
wealth inequality noted earlier, stereotypes about groups can influence the cognitive functioning and identity formation 
of individual group members. And this burden of heightened awareness about stereotypes and social stigma affects 
especially test-score gaps among students of color who are otherwise apparently advantaged.  

 

THE CONSEQUENCES, AND SOCIETY’S INTEREST  

IN ELIMINATING THE GAPS 

Policy makers are increasingly aware that the reasons for closing the gaps we have been discussing go well beyond 
presumed links between the improved academic performance of minority students and their future job prospects. There 
may be a moral imperative to addressing this problem, depending on the nature of one’s political beliefs. But on a simply 
utilitarian rationale, we can also say that better educated students earn higher incomes, live healthier lives, pay higher 
taxes, and prove less likely to be involved in crime.74 On the premise that high school graduation should serve as a 
minimal threshold for being considered adequately educated, Columbia University economist Henry Levin has 
investigated and forecast the costs to society should we fail to succeed in providing students with this base level of 
education.75 His report focuses on individuals who at the age of twenty in 2005 were not high school graduates, a group 
of approximately seven hundred  thousand. The cost to society, as measured across the hypothetical lifetime of a single 
one of these students, runs to over $200,000, factoring revenue lost to society in federal, state, and local taxes and costs 
paid out in the public health-care and criminal justice systems. On aggregate, then, the fiscal consequences to society for 



this single group of students without high school diplomas is projected at the staggering sum of $148 billion—again, as 
measured by lost tax revenues and public expenditures for the care of these persons.  

The implications of growing gaps in educational attainment beyond high school are equally troubling. Assuming no 
change in educational attainment gaps across racial/ethnic groups over time, the National Center for Public Policy and 
Higher Education forecasts a loss of $395 in annual personal income (inflation adjusted dollars) between 2000 and 2020, 
with an annual decrease of 2 percent as opposed to the approximately 2 percent yearly increase between 1980 and 2000.76 

This decrease, impacting individual purchasing power, tax revenues, and demand for public services, would carry heavy 
consequences. Clearly it is in the nation’s best interest to reduce dropout rates and to ensure that all children secure an 
adequate education.77 Indeed, as job opportunities even for those with high school diplomas continue to decrease, the 
need to successfully complete some postsecondary education becomes paramount for young adults trying to increase 
their odds of finding work.78  

Despite ominous projections such as these, we remain incapable as a nation of articulating how we expect to make 
good on the promise of the American Dream for all of our children. It is our contention, in concluding, that the failure 
to comprehend and take to heart the social consequences of the gaps in educational outcomes leads to complacency 
among educational policy makers. We also contend that the singular and repeated use of “the achievement gap” idiom 
obscures the nature and history of educational problems, therefore limiting the imaginable policy moves directed toward 
the design and execution of solutions.79 Unless our society can develop a discourse of educational reform attuned to the 
diverse factors contributing to educational inequality, one free of jargon and clichés, our policy makers will continue to 
use worn-out concepts based on inadequate data in order to persuade themselves that they have fairly and adequately 
grappled with the problems in our education system when in fact they have not. Such complacency in public rhetoric 
and educational policy making, if it persists, will come at a dreadful cost to the nation.  

 

MOVING FORWARD 

Among the wide-ranging educational challenges facing American society, perhaps no issue is more important to the 
nation’s civic and economic well-being than the inequity in achievement among diverse racial/ethnic, socioeconomic, 
and linguistic student groups. That test-score gaps, disproportionately high dropout rates, and low levels of college 
attainment among non-Asian minorities have reemerged on the policy agenda may seem relatively unsurprising in light 
of recent research demonstrating the steep costs exacted on the nation as a result of lost human capital productivity and 
associated forfeited tax revenues.80 Baby boomers whose overall well-being depends on the productivity of subsequent 
generations are concerned that the population base of American voters and taxpayers will increasingly come to be made 
up of persons less educated than they themselves were. In response to the coincidence of dramatic changes in U.S. 
demographics and new information about gaps accompanying the standards movement, policy makers have increased 
pressure almost entirely on schools to demonstrate annual achievement progress for all students and to close “the 
achievement gap.” Still, regardless of all we know about the incidence, causes, and consequences of these gaps, 
government policy has only partially and inconsistently responded to this ongoing crisis. Lamentably, the positive picture 
of narrowing gaps from the early 1970s until the late 1980s (when for some cohorts the gaps were cut by as much as half 
or more) has since been replaced by relatively small up-and-down changes along with periods of stagnation.81  

What manner of democratic people are we, and what sort of progressive republic can we possibly envision, if 
persistent gaps in educational inputs and outcomes continue to differentiate large and expanding groups of Americans 
from mainstream society and its benefits?  



If we as a society are to be moved to intervene in this state of affairs, we must first be able to properly recognize the 
nature of social inequities both within and beyond schools, before we can begin to conceive of ways to resist and 
overcome them. A good start would be to curb our current tendency to scapegoat schools and to stop using buzzwords 
and stock phrases such as “no excuses” and “the achievement gap” to reinforce well-worn but imprecise notions about 
the work schools do and the way children perform in them. The pervasiveness of such rhetoric places inordinate blame 
on schools and is often echoed uncritically in the media. This simultaneously limits the scope of the reforms our policy 
makers are willing to undertake, restricting the range of choices they imagine as available to them, diverting their 
attention from the array of social institutions and practices that condition formal schooling and influence its 
effectiveness. Even as most contemporary efforts in educational reform continue to ignore the structured underpinnings 
of inequality and focus almost entirely on school-centered efforts to eliminate differences in group-level achievement, 
the finding of the Coleman Report bears repeating: No more than forty percent of the racial gap in educational outcomes can be 
attributed to the schools themselves (in isolation from other non-school factors).  

 We perceive a need for a much more strategic alignment between the larger social structures comprising the context 
in which schooling occurs and the goals for school reform as set forth in the preamble to the 2001 version of the 1965 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act. These opening remarks explicitly state that the overarching purpose of 
NCLB is to finally bring an end to group-level differences in student achievement. We have here described many of the 
overlapping causes of the gaps (as depicted in figure 2.6) precisely because so many structural factors—from financial 
markets and the segmented economy, to deep inequities in health and nutrition, public safety, and transportation, to 
social environments and family circumstances—remain largely absent from the conversation about and therefore the 
scope of so-called comprehensive education reform. As we have insisted, then, the task of improving contemporary 
American schooling remains entirely necessary but not altogether sufficient for eliminating the gaps in outcomes.82 If we 
are going to proceed as optimistically as possible within the academic setting, working as if there were no limit to 
schools’ power to compensate for very real social disadvantage, we cannot pursue this course by putting on our blinders 
and refusing to respond simultaneously to a much more comprehensive range of factors that constitute the overall 
ecology of student development.83  

Some of the message we are imparting here has already been disseminated and begun to take root. Local grassroots 
organizations as well as more formal policy- making institutions have begun to revisit and develop alliances that foster 
the cooperation of institutional representatives from the public, private, and independent sectors as a way of building 
civic capacity as a ground for educational interventions. 84 The Obama administration’s Promise Neighborhoods 
competition puts federal monies to the issue, supposing that by meeting critical out-of-school needs we can begin 
closing the gaps in outcomes. In Massachusetts, city schools now compete for grants to establish “wraparound zones,” 
which link the school, students, and their families to services provided by state health and human service agencies. The 
reformative agenda of Geoffrey Canada’s Harlem Children’s Zone connects Wall Street and venture philanthropists to 
the public problems of government housing and transportation as well as public safety and recreation. Much of this 
bottom-up grassroots work has been credited as the catalyst for integrative approaches seeking to develop civic capacity 
in an effort to spur education reform at the state and national levels. Such grassroots endeavors can spur systems-
changing movements that provide a new impetus to meaningful comprehensive school reform.85 And such strategies 
seem increasingly feasible as our notion about just who is responsible for schooling focuses not only upward on federal 
government but also outward from local school boards to general-purpose government officials, including city mayors, 
county supervisors, and state legislators.86  

 

  



CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, we have marshaled empirical data and theoretical arguments in order to puncture holes in both the 
public’s and policy makers’ overly rigid expectations about what is feasible, or not feasible, when it comes to options 
toward eliminating the very real gaps in opportunity and achievement. By challenging the characterization of these gaps 
as normal or natural occurrences somehow unrelated to societal inputs, we have grappled openly with how best to talk 
about the inequities that structure and perpetuate group-level differences, on average, with regard to diverse academic 
inputs and outcomes over generations. At the same time, we have attended to questions about the specific social 
institutions affecting students’ disadvantages, while providing greater clarity about how and in relation to whom they are 
disadvantaged. Along these lines, we depicted those periods during the 1970s and 1980s in which gaps in outcomes 
narrowed significantly as encouraging, insofar as they give evidence of the pliability of the gaps. And yet we have argued 
that any significant progress in educational reform from here on will require us to talk about the problems differently, 
and we readily acknowledge that finding new language is always challenging. But it is imperative to reject Manichean and 
ahistorical and otherwise narrow conceptualizations of the sources of problems as well as the solutions if we wish, 
sincerely, to effect a rapprochement between the social structures shaping students’ academic experience (often 
negatively) and the lofty achievement goals we continue to say we expect our schools to attain. Because the diverse 
causes of the gaps in outcomes overlap and are inextricably linked, we need an equally nuanced and integrative approach 
to solving these gaps (for a comprehensive review of organizational strategies that promise substantial impact on closing 
the gaps, see chapter 6). It is possible, we believe, to extricate ourselves from entrenched patterns of thought and policy 
practices that have worked, ironically, to perpetuate the inequality they were meant to redress. Our reflections here are 
offered in a spirit of optimism about what might be, not just what is, so that we can move toward greater alignment of 
what we expect of schools and what we expect of ourselves.87 For what the democratic eruptions so far away in Cairo 
and Tunis and Tripoli portend about the essential unfairness in American education here at home, if nothing else, is that 
the capacity to conceive a newly structured reality is a powerful form of causation; and inequities in American education, 
no matter how firmly established and long-lasting, may give way before the will of people truly oriented toward changing 
such conditions.88    
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