CHAPTER 5

Reforms that could help
narrow the achievement gap

School integration, and
Sen. Moynihan’s call for making choices

Public discourse about education pays great attention to the stubborn
persistence of a black—white test score gap, and public schools come
under great criticism for their apparent inability to do much to close it.
Some of this criticism may be entirely justified. But what this book has
tried to suggest is that there is more to the story than school reform. No
society can realistically expect schools alone to abolish inequality. If
students come to school in unequal circumstances, they will largely,
though not entirely, leave schools with unequal skills and abilities, in
both cognitive and non-cognitive domains. This is not a reason for edu-
cators to throw up their hands. Rather, along with efforts to improve
school practices, educators, like students they try to prepare, should
exercise their own rights and responsibilities of citizenship to partici-
pate in redressing the inequalities with which children come to school.

Income is more unequal and lower-class families have less access
to medical care here than in any other industrial nation. The gap in
average achievement can probably not be narrowed substantially as long
as the United States maintains such vast differences in socioeconomic
conditions. Although some lower-class children can overcome these
handicaps, and although more effective schools can help narrow the
gap a little, it is fanciful to think that, no matter how much schools
improve, children from such different social classes can emerge at age
18 with comparable academic abilities, on average.

It is also fanciful to think that, 50 years after the Supreme Court’s
school desegregation decision, the country can ignore growing segre-
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gation by race and social class. It has become fashionable to claim that
if children attend good schools, they can succeed no matter who sits
next to whom. Yet anyone with children knows that peers are influen-
tial. A striking finding of the Coleman report was that who sits next to
whom does matter. Ambitions are contagious; if children sit next to
others from higher social classes, their ambitions grow. This finding
has been reconfirmed often.’® Lower-class children achieve less if the
share of low-income children in their schools is higher. The drop is
most severe when the subsidized lunch population exceeds 40%.%'° This
truth has not changed since Brown vs. Board of Education, but we Ameri-
cans are apparently unwilling to consider the housing, transportation,
zoning, and other urban policies that would permit families of different
classes to live in close proximity so their children can attend the same
neighborhood schools.

One of the great impediments to effective policies that might en-
hance more equal outcomes between children of different social class
backgrounds is the tendency of educators to think only about school re-
forms. In reality, however, for lower-class families, low wages for work-
ing parents with children, poor health care, inadequate housing, and lack
of opportunity for high-quality early childhood, after-school and summer
activities are all educational problems. When a parent’s earned income
falls, or a parent loses a job, there are educational consequences for their
children. Educators who are concerned about the educational consequences
should not fail to take notice of the economic and social conditions that
cause poor school performance. As citizens who are more informed about
these matters than most others, educators should not hesitate to call atten-
tion to the consequences for children’s achievement of the social and
economic hardships their families may suffer.

One of the most insightful 20th century analysts of education and
social policy was the late Senator Daniel P. Moynihan. A few years
after the Coleman report was issued in 1966, Mr. Moynihan was Presi-
dent Richard Nixon’s domestic policy advisor. Marshall Smith (who
many years later served as under-secretary of education in the Clinton
administration) recalls getting a telephone call from the White House
in 1969 or 1970. Having considered the implications of the Coleman
report, Mr. Moynihan “asked me whether I would rather put $1,000
into a family to cover one year of [an educational program like] Head
Start for one of its children or put $1,000 into that family to buy food,
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clothing, and shelter by means of a negative income tax. [ conveniently
ducked the question by saying I would do both.™"' _

Yet public budgets are not unlimited, and smart policy requires
making choices and setting priorities. Americans have continued to duck
the Moynihan question since he posed it to Marshall Smith 35' years
ago. We should stop doing so. We can make big strides in narrowm g the
student achievement gap, but only by directing greater attention to eco-
nomic and social reforms that narrow the differences in background
characteristics with which children come to school.

After serving in the White House, Mr. Moynihan went to Harvard
where, together with Professor Frederick Mosteller, he convened a semi-
nar to consider the Coleman report and its implications. In their sum-
mary of that seminar, Moynihan and Mosteller wrote that the Coleman
rept;n had been widely misinterpreted as a conservative document by
those who noticed only its finding that differences between schools had
relatively little impact on the variation of student achievement, and who
concluded that, therefore, there was little to be done. But Moynihan and
Mosteller countered that the report was actually quite radical, because
it directed attention toward the social and economic policy initiatives
that could make a big difference in raising the academic achievement of
lower-class children.'? It is this radical conclusion that educators should
embrace if they truly hope to narrow the achievement gap.

If the nation can’t close the gaps in income, health, and housing,
there is little prospect of equalizing achievement. Yet there are policies
that could help, if not to close the achievement gap fully, then to narrow
it. If the achievement distributions of blacks and whites could be pushed
closer together, more black students could use education to climb above
their parents’ stations. More black students could be recruited by affir-
mative action teachers and programs like Rafe Esquith, KIPP, and AVID,
and the elites of our society might become more diverse.

Without more experiments where we compare, for example, the
relative effects of reducing class size or establishing a vision clinic,
spending money on recruiting better teachers or investing in housing,
allowing children to transfer to “better” schools or supporting their par-
ents’ incomes so they can move to “better” neighborhoods, it is inevi-
table that we will continue to duck the Moynihan question.

In the absence of good experiments, citizens and policy makers have
to make judgments based on a review of the literature, their own experi-
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ence, and their good judgment. Although I remain open to contrary evi-
dence, this book argues that efforts to truly enhance lower-class children’s
opportunities do not seem to be primarily regular school reforms, although
those, too, can help. The discussion in Chapter 2 showed why it is false to
claim that higher standards, more testing and accountability, and better
school leadership can close the achievement gap. However. although these
school reforms cannot close the gap, they may be able to narrow it some:
by how much remains to be determined. This book does not discuss the
importance of these school reforms in detail, only because most educa-
tion writing nowadays focuses exclusively on such reforms within the
regular elementary and secondary school system. This book has nothing
to add to these recommendations, some of which are excellent. Rather,
the goal here is to direct attention to reforms that are less-often promoted
but that are at least as important, if not more so, than reforms in the orga-
nization and conduct of regular schools.

Although there is little practical hope that Americans will make a
realistic commitment to close the achievement gap between lower- and
middle-class children in the present political environment, incremental
steps can certainly be taken in that direction. The most important steps,
however, are probably not those that are currently most fashionable,
among either liberal or conservative school reform advocates. More
money to raise teacher salaries and smaller class sizes may be good
deas, but they are unlikely, by themselves, to make a big dent in the
ichievement gap. And they will especially not make a dent if they are
mplemented for all students and not targeted only for lower-class stu-
lents.’" Yet, as discussed above, it is politically unrealistic to expect
niddle-class voters to support reforms that transter good teachers from
chools serving middle-class children to those serving lower-class chil-
ren, or that reduce class sizes in lower-class schools so that
ubstantially smaller than those in middle-class schools.

There is no certain way to decide. if incremental reform is on the
genda, what changes would be more important than others. But, after
onsidering the causes of low achievement that were described in this
ook, educators and policy makers may reconsider what reforms to be-
in with, if a choice were offered. While careful to insist that the achieve-
ient gap will not be closed without all the necessary reforms being
nplemented, what follows are some ways that the process might begin
1d how the gap might be narrowed.

they are
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Income inequality

Low-income families have seen their incomes grow far less than those
of middle- and upper-income families in recent years. A_s a result: there
are too many families with inadequate incomes to provide security for
their children. Doing something about the wide income gap. between
lower- and middle-class parents could be one of the most important
i reforms we could consider.
Eduiitllzzr‘lils of national income distribution, the lowest fifth of families
with children saw their after-tax incomes decline by 1.2% per year from
1979 to 1989. These families had gains in the early 1990s (up»?..S%
annually from 1989 to 1995), largely because of 1mpro_vements in the
earned income tax credit in those years. But after-tax income growth
for these low-income families was just 1.1% per year in the boom of the
late 1990s. Then the recession hit, and it reduced their incomes by 5.-8%
from 2000 to 2002.*'* Consequently, over the entire 19?9-20_02 period,
the after-tax incomes of the lowest fifth of families with .C‘hllfil'Eﬂ rose
by just 2.3%. and, during much of this period-, thesc_ famllﬁ?s a].ready-
low incomes were declining, placing them (including their children)
ordinary stress.
u“d‘;; i):rrl?rast, C{)rllll'lpaIabIC middle-income families saw t_heir. after-tax
incomes rise by 17% during this period, even after considering a 3%
decline in the recent recession.*'* Thus, the last few decades have seena
widening income gap between those in the bottom and those in the
mld?ﬁie;nore positive development is that the ratio of black to white
median family income increased from 57% a quarter centur.y ago to
about 64% today. This still leaves black family incomes far behind thjose
of whites. The ratio of black to white median family wealth has 11'{1—
proved at an even greater rate, from 7% to 12%. Yet these trends still
leave a far greater disparity in wealth than in income. _ o

Many families with children in the bottom of the income distribu-
tion, especially minority families, have incomes that are too low to a;—
equately support children. In 2000, at the end ‘of the 1?9{)5 boom, 11%
of Americans had incomes below the poverty line, no dlf_ferer!I froTn tt_le
poverty rate of over 30 years ago, in 1973.%'® The racial disparity ;1
poverty rates has diminished, as black poverty has droppfed from 31%
in 1973 to 23% in 2000, while the white poverty rate has risen from 8%
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to 10%. This still leaves the black poverty rate more than twice as great
as the rate for whites. Moreover, a third (33%) of black children under
the age of 6 were poor in 2000, as compared to 13% of young white
children.?”

According to many researchers, the official poverty line (roughly
$18,000 for a family of four in 2001) sets too low a threshold to de-
scribe the income families need to assure minimal stability. A more
realistic basic family budget is probably about twice the poverty line.
Using such a standard, half of all black families and one-fifth of all
white families had inadequate incomes in the late 1990s.3'3

If Americans truly want to narrow the black—white achievement
gap and to narrow the gap between all lower- and middle-class chil-
dren, supporting the incomes of low-wage parents can make an impor-
tant contribution. In real dollars, the value of the minimum wage has
plummeted by 25 percent since 1979.*"* While few parents of school-
children work for the minimum wage, many work in industries whose
wage structure is affected by the level of the minimum wage.* An
increase in the minimum wage could well have an impact on student
performance, comparable to the impact of within-school educational
reforms. Other reforms to labor market institutions, such as rules mak-
ing it more possible for workers to seek and obtain collective bargain-
ing rights (as the law was intended to facilitate), would also lift the
wages of low-income workers who are trying to support children.

In the 1990s, the federal government moved to offset trends toward
growing income inequality, primarily by the expansion of the earned
income tax credit, a subsidy to low-income working parents with chil-
dren. It had an impact. In 2000, low-income single mothers earned, on
average, about $8,000, but after the tax credit and other public assis-
tance their average income nearly doubled, to about $16,000.2' How-
ever, as discussed above, this income, at about the poverty line, is still
not high enough to enable their children to have a reasonable chance to

achieve, on average, at the level of middie-class children.

A commitment to attaining low unemployment would be particu-
larly helpful to low-income families and to minorities. groups who are
disproportionately hurt by recessions. The 4% rate of unemployment
achieved in 2000, if it had been sustained, could have done much to
increase the security of low-income families and their children.
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Stable housing

Also important are reforms, not typically thought of as educational,
that help lower-class families afford stable and adequate housing. Chap.ter
1 described high mobility rates in lower-class neighborhoods that in-
evitably result in lower student achievement. When children move in
and out of schools, not only does their own achievement suffer but so
too does the achievement of their classmates whose learning is also
disrupted. There are many reasons for the high mobility of low‘-income
families, but one of them is the lack of atfordable housing in many
urban areas today, a lack that is growing worse from the gentrification
of urban cores and the acceleration of housing prices faster than wages
and inflation. A serious commitment to narrowing the academic achieve-
ment gap should include a plan to stabilize the housing of working fami-
lies with children who cannot afford adequate shelter. A national hous-
ing policy that reduced the mobility of low-income working faxpi]ies
with children might also do more to boost test scores of their children
than many commonly advocated instructional reforms.

One federal program to subsidize the rents of such families is the
“Section 8" voucher program. It is under constant political attack, and
is never fully funded.*” The average cost of a Section 8 voucher 1s now
about $6,700 per family per year.’” The federal government spends
about $14 billion annually on Section 8 vouchers and provides these
subsidies to about two million families, only about one-fourth of those
who are eligible.’™ If vouchers were provided to all eligible families,
the cost could rise to $56 billion. If this investment were considered
solely as an expenditure that contributes to an adequate educaticr.n‘ :t
would be equivalent to about $1,000 on a per pupil nationwide basis.*>
Even with a commitment to undertake such spending, the money could
be appropriated only very gradually, because there is presently not avai_]-
able sufficient housing stock to accommodate the families who need it.

An experiment to test whether housing policy could affea_:t student
achievement (as well as other outcomes) was stimulated initially by a
housing desegregation suit in Chicago. A settlement required the Chi-
cago Housing Authority to provide federal housing vouchers that v«ioum
help public housing residents (mostly black) to move to rental units 1‘n
desegregated neighborhoods. This “Gautreaux™ program (the nam.e‘ is
that of the plaintiff in the original lawsuit) seemed to show that families
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who moved to the suburbs had better employment outcomes than com-
parable families who utilized their vouchers for rental units in the city.
Adolescent children of the suburban movers also apparently fared bet-
ter than their urban counterparts, having lower high school dropout rates
and better academic achievement. Although grade point averages of
suburban and city movers were nearly identical, similar grades prob-
ably represented higher achievement in the suburban than in the urban
high schools, because suburban high schools had hi gher standardized
test scores.*?

These results whet the appetites of housing experts for a true ex-
periment, and in 1994 Congress appropriated funds for the Department
of Housing and Urban Development to implement a “Moving to Op-
portunity” (MTO) experiment, designed to determine whether low-in-
come families benefit from living in communities where fewer families
were poor.**’ Such experimentation is rarely possible in social science,
because it necessarily requires granting a benefit widely believed to be
beneficial (i.e., better housing) to some participants and not to others.
[talso usually requires a degree of social engineering with which policy
makers justifiably feel discomfort.*® The denial of a benefit to a con-
trol group presents the most difficult ethical problems, but these prob-
lems are mitigated if the benefit is scarce due to no fault of the experi-
menters, and the experimental pool from which both treatment and
control groups are drawn can comprise volunteers entirely. The benefit
can then be allocated in some random fashion lending itself to observa-
tion of an experiment.

These conditions were met in the MTO experiment, because in all
major cities there are long waiting lists for Section 8 vouchers, and
demand for private apartments whose owners are willing to participate
in the program far exceed the supply.™* So establishing a control group
whose members do not receive subsidies does not withhold a benefit
from those who otherwise might receive it.>*

The MTO experiment established lists in five cities (Baltimore.
Boston, Chicago, Los Angeles, and New York) of families with children
who presently live in public housing or who live in subsidized privately
owned low-income housing projects that are located in high-poverty
neighborhoods, i.e., Census tracts whose poverty rate exceeded 40% in
1989. To get on the lists, families had to express an interest in utilizing
vouchers to move to private apartments in low-poverty communities,
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defined as Census tracts where poverty was less than 10%. MTO offi-
cials then randomly selected families from these waiting lists for t_hfee
groups: the main treatment group that received vouchers for _51_1b51d1es
to rent private apartments in low-poverty communities (the families were
given counseling and assistance in locating such apartmen'ls); a com-
parison group that received vouchers for subsidies to rent private apart-
ments in any Census tract where they could find them without c_-::-unsel—
ing and assistance; and a third group, the controls. that received n_o
vouchers for private housing. Scholars were invited to track the experi-
ment over a 10-year period and report on the results in each of the five
cities. _
Although it was generally expected that the mover families and their
children would benefit, this was not certain. As noted earlier, evidence
suggests that the effects on children of associating with high'er-achiev-
ing peers is positive. But there is also some evidence that placm‘g lower-
class children in middle-class communities can lead these children to
withdraw from academic competition due to feelings of inadequacy.™'

At this point, the MTO evidence is mixed. One study found that
younger children in mover families had higher elementary school test
scores than the controls, but the outcomes for adolescents were more
ambiguous. Teenagers from mover families were more likely to ble dis-
ciplined in school and were more likely to drop out than those in the
control group. This might not be because the behavior of the movers
deteriorated; it could be because the disciplinary and academic stan-
dards in the suburban high schools were higher than the standards in the
neighborhoods where the controls resided.” It also may be the case
that by adolescence, children’s behavior and achievement patte_rns are
already well established, and that moving to a more mixed neighbor
hood would therefore be beneficial mainly to young children.

A recent study of adolescent outcomes from the experiment, com:
bining data from all five sites, found that adolescent girls in mover fami
lies \;ere less likely to drop out of high school, had better test scores
and were less likely to use marijuana than girls in the control group. For
adolescent boys, there were no significant educational differences be
tween the movers and the controls, but the movers were more likely t¢
smoke or use alcohol than the controls.** Further study will be neces
sary to understand better these surprising differences between male:
and females.
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The MTO experiment was exceptional, because there is little inter-
est these days in conducting more experiments of this kind. So while
the results of this experiment are more encouraging than not, especially
for younger children, we can still only speculate about how important
such efforts might be in narrowing the achievement gap. It seems rea-
sonable, though not certain, that if funds spent to stabilize housing were
included in a broader program that facilitated the movement of low-
income families to mixed neighborhoods, the achievement gap might
be further narrowed as children benefited from the positive peer influ-
ences that characterize more integrated educations. Along with rental
subsidies and assistance to families in finding rental units in mixed neigh-
borhoods, such a broader program, to be effective, should also include
changes in local zoning laws that now prevent low- and moderate-in-
come rental units from being located in many middle-class neighbor-
hoods, and better enforcement of fair housing laws that prohibit racial
discrimination by realtors and landlords. These should all be consid-
ered educational, not only housing, programs.

School-community clinics

Without fully adequate health care for lower-class children and their
parents, there is little hope of fully closing the achievement gap. So a
high priority should be establishing health clinics associated with schools
that serve disadvantaged children. Because, as Chapter 1 described, many
lower-class children have health problems that impede learning, an ad-
equate education cannot be delivered to these children unless they have
adequate medical care. Because parents in poor health cannot properly
nurture children, an adequate education also requires that lower-class
parents get the means to achieve good health for themselves.** These
goals require the establishment in lower-class neighborhoods of school
clinics that serve children through their high school years, and their
parents as well.

To narrow the achievement gap, a school-community clinic should
include services that middle-class families take for granted and that en-
sure children can thrive in school. Clinics associated with schools in lower-
class communities should include obstetric and gynecological services
for pregnant and postpartum women, pediatric services for children
through their high school years, physicians to serve parents of all school-
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age children, nurses to support these medical services, dentists :imd hy-
gienists to see both parents and children semi-annually, Opt(]II.'lC[l-'ISIS and
vision therapists to serve those who require treatment for their sight, so-
cial workers to refer families to other services, community health educa-
tors. and psychologists or therapists to assist families and chil_dren who
are experiencing excessive stress and other emotional difficulties.

For elementary and secondary schools, the nation currently spends
over $8.000 per pupil, on average.** Health clinics that provided. a full
array of services, associated with schools serving lower-class children,
would add another $2,500 per pupil to the annual cost of education of the
children in these schools.**® Some of this money is not entirely new pub-
lic spending. The costs for some of these services are eligible for Medic-
aid or other public reimbursement. However, because, as Chapter 1 de-
scribed, some children and their parents who should get Medicaid and
other public health services do not presently receive them, either because
the application is cumbersome or because parents fear or dc? not know to
apply, only guaranteed access through a school-based clinic can ensure
that children will be healthy enough to learn to their full capacities.

Several small programs could be implemented relatively cheaply.
For example. putting dental and vision clinics in schools serving low-
income children would cost only about $400 per pupil in those schools.
This is a lot less money than is often proposed for school reforms ‘like
teacher professional development or class size reduction. Schools n.night
get a bigger test score jump, for less money, from dental z?nd-wslon
clinics than from more expensive instructional reforms. Designing ex-
periments to evaluate this possibility would not be difficult.

Early childhood education

Low-income and minority children can benefit fully from good schools
only if they enter these schools ready to learn. So narrowing the a.chieve-
ment gap requires early childhood education programs, staffed with pro-
fessional teachers and nurses, and with curricula that emphasize not only
literacy but appropriate social and emotional growth. As the discussion in
Chapter 1 about social class differences in language development showed,
gaps in vocabulary and conceptual ability develop before the age c_)f 3.
Lower-class children’s preschool and early childhood experiences
should provide an intellectual environment comparable to what middle-
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class children experience —rich in language, where well-educated adults
are companions, instructors, and role models. Lower-class children
should hear more sophisticated language, be exposed to books at an
early age, and experience the excitement of stories read, told, and dis-
cussed. They should be challenged to think and talk about these stories
as children of educated parents are challenged — by considering
counterfactuals and relations to other experience.

To achieve in school, toddlers and preschoolers who don’t gain these
experiences at home will have to gain them in formal programs. These
programs differ from typical daycare settings in lower-class communi-
ties where low-income children may be parked before television sets
and rarely taken on interesting excursions or guided in exploratory play.
Typical daycare staff for lower-class children are poorly paid, and they
often have educations that are no greater than the children’s parents’.
Probably because of the low wages paid to child care staff, the educa-
tional background and training of caregivers for low-income children
declined in the 1990s.*

Adequate early childhood programs also differ from Head Start,
which typically does not serve children until the age of 3 or 4, too late
to fully compensate for their disadvantages.**® But there are nonethe-
less exemplary aspects of Head Start. Although the Bush administra-
tion is attempting to shift the balance of Head Start instruction toward
more academic activities — pre-literacy activities, for example — most
Head Start programs have addressed not academic skills alone but also
children’s health, dental, nutritional, social, and emotional needs. Head
Start also includes a role for parents, and staff members are required to
visit parents to instruct them in “middle-class childrearing skills."**

To narrow the achievement gap later on in life, lower-class toddlers
probably should begin early childhood programs at six months of age,
and attend for a full day. Three- and four-year-olds should attend pre-
school, also for a full day. Centers and preschools should operate year-
round.**

This attendance schedule for Head Start would be costly. Early child-
hood experts recommend that programs for infants from six months to
one year of age should place teams of two caregivers with groups of no
more than eight children, or an adult-to-child ratio of 1-to-4. As tod-
dlers mature to two years of age, early childhood standards recommend
increasing this group size to 10 children, a ratio of 1-to-5.%!
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To provide an intellectual environment that is similar to one that
oives middle-class children a boost, preschool teachers (for four-year-
Zlds} should have a bachelor’s degree in early childhood education. Ea(fh
should be assisted by a paraprofessional, in groups of 15, resulting in
an adult-child ratio of 1-to-7.5. This permits adequate supervision of
group work and play, individual and group reading aloud, and less for-
mal instruction.**

These recommendations are neither new nor radical. British reform-
ers established “infant schools™ for toddlers of impoverished factory
workers in the 1820s, arguing, as experts do today, that costs of infant
schools would be recouped in reduced costs for crime and welfare. ™
These schools, and arguments, were widely imitated in the United States
before the Civil War, until American experts decided that very young
children should be socialized at home, not in school.**

Today, most experts again recognize that such services are needt.e-:_i.
although they rarely say so publicly, regarding the expense as politi-
cally unrealistic. One recent exception has been Susan B. N_euman, as-
sistant secretary for elementary and secondary education during the ﬁr-st
half of the George W. Bush administration. Dr. Neuman resigned in
2003 and subsequently denounced the No Child Left Behind law for
what she called its “troubling assumption” that all children’s early child-
hood experiences prepare them for school success.** .

On the contrary, Dr. Neuman said, “from the beginning, the playing
field is...not equal.” Early childhood education should start in “the tod-
dler years.” with high professional-to-child ratios, so adults can engage
in what she described as “the rich language interactions that are neces-
sary to allow children to explain, describe, inquire, hypothes'ize, and
analyze.” It is not low expectations that cause disadvantaged chi Idren to
fail, Dr. Neuman concluded. Rather, she said, “our failure has been Fo
adequately compensate for the gap when it can best be overcome — in
the earliest years.”

An adequately staffed early childhood center should also have pro-
fessionals who help bridge the gap between lower-class parents and
schools. For parents of young preschool and primary grade children, a
home-school teacher can offer parent workshops on appropriate play
activities and discipline. She can visit children’s homes, observe regu-
lar classrooms. and consult with regular teachers, then make parents
aware of children’s skill levels and help parents, to the extent they are
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able, support teachers to aid instruction. Such a professional can pre-
pare parents to meet with teachers, help them to interpret school docu-
ments (like report cards), and connect parents with others who have
similar problems and concerns.

An adequate early childhood program for lower-class children would
also employ visiting nurses. Home nurse visits to pregnant women and
those with newborns should monitor mothers’ and infants’ health as
well as teach health-related parenting skills that affect children’s ability
to learn. Nurses in an early childhood program should also conduct
community education programs. Educating pregnant women and new
mothers along with all young women of childbearing age about the
effects on children of smoking and alcohol would be one obvious role.

Where such programs have been tried, there is good evidence of their
value. In one randomized controlled experiment, nurses visited low-in-
come unwed mothers during their pregnancies and continued these visits
during the first two years of the newborns’ lives. The researchers then
continued to track the children through adolescence. The youngsters who,
along with their mothers, received the nurse services had less adolescent
crime, sexual activity, cigarette and alcohol use, and associated behay-
ioral problems, compared to a control group that received no such ser-
vices. The visiting nurses also affected the mothers’ behavior: the moth-
ers had less closely spaced subsequent unplanned pregnancies and less
alcohol and drug abuse themselves. Mothers’ behavioral changes of this
kind are known to reduce anti-social behavior in children. In the experi-
ment, children of mothers who were visited by nurses during pregnancy
had higher 1.Q. scores at ages 3 and 4, and these scores were attributable
solely to nurses’ success in getting mothers to reduce smoking.*® Added
positive effects flowed from other behavioral changes.

Adding the cost of such early childhood programs to regular educa-
tion finances would boost average annual costs of elementary and sec-
ondary schools for lower-class children by another $2,500 per pupil 7

After-school programs

After-school and summer programs are also necessary contributions,
organized to provide not only added opportunities for academic work
but also the non-academic activities that enhance students’ personal skills
of the sort described in Chapter 4. When middle-class children leave

Reforms that could help narrow the achievement gap 143

school in the afternoons, they may go to Girl or Boy Scouts, religim‘ls
groups, Little League, or soccer practice, or take art, dance, or music
lessons. Lower-class children are more likely to play informally or watch
television,™*

As Rafe Esquith and the designers of the KIPP model understand,
structured after-school activities contribute to academic proficiency.
Children with broader experiences can empathize with literary charac-
ters who share those experiences, and this enhances the incentive to
read. It is also after school that privileged children are more likely to
practice social responsibility in church or youth organizations and de-
velop the organizational skills and discipline that make them more ef-
fective adults. 3

Every child has a somewhat different collection of skills, abilities,
and interests. Children who may not excel in math may get a chance to
do so in soccer, drama, or piano. Self-confidence gained may carry over
to academics. It is unreasonable to think that lower-class children can
achieve, on average, at middle-class levels without similar opportuni-
ties. Although some lower-class students have these opportunities at
the YMCA, Boys and Girls Clubs, the Children’s Aid Society, or pub-
licly funded after-school programs, many do not. |

Adolescents need such activities not only for what they provide but
what they prevent. Students without supervision are at greater ris.k for
truancy, stress, poor grades, and substance abuse. They are most likely
to be perpetrators or victims of crime in the first few hours after slt:h-::-(:-].-'Hg
An adequate after-school and weekend program for lower-class chil-
dren would add another $5,000 per pupil annually to the cost of these
children’s elementary and secondary schools.*

Summer programs

The first chapter reported that the achievement gap between black and
white children grows the most during summer vacations from school,
when middle-class children have experiences — reading books, going to
camp, visiting museums, and traveling — that reinforce their §ch001—
year learning, while lower-class children fall behind. An education that
hopes to narrow the achievement gap significantly, therefore, should
provide comparable summer experiences — not only a summer school
of extra drill in reading and math and not even a summer school only of
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more advanced academic skills. Art, music, drama, dance, and physical
education teachers should be more numerous in summer than in the
regular year.

A summer program that truly provides lower-class children with
such “middle-class” experiences would add another $2,500 to annual
per-pupil costs in the schools lower-class children attend.’!

The dangers of false expectations, and adequacy suits

All told, adding the price of health, early childhood, after-school, and
summer programs, this down payment on closing the achievement gap
would probably increase the annual cost of education, for children who
attend schools where at least 40% of the enrolled children have low
incomes, by about $12,500 per pupil, over and above the $8.000 al-
ready being spent. In total, this means about a $156 billion added an-
nual national cost to provide these programs to low-income children.
Even such expenditure will not fully close the gap, but it might increase
the overlap in outcomes of black and white, lower- and middle-class
children.

There would be some offsetting savings. If lower-class children had
adequate health care and intellectually challen ging experiences in an
early childhood program, their later placement in special education pro-
gr.ams would almost certainly decline. Some fragmentary evidence of
this was cited above: experiments that tested high-quality preschool
programs (like the Perry experiment) showed that children in these pro-
grams were less likely to require special education when they got to
regular schools. Similarly, vision therapy, adequate prenatal care, re-
duction in adult smoking and alcohol use. and other health interven-
tions have also proven to reduce the placement of children in special
education programs. For the last 35 years, special education has been
the fastest-growing category of education spending, consuming about
40% of all new money given to schools.’* A significant part of this
growth is attributable to the learning difficulties and mental retardation
gf lower-class children whose disabilities result disproportionately from
inadequate health care and inappropriate early childhood experiences.

Education policy makers often say that higher salaries are needed
for teachers in general, and even higher salaries than these are needed
to attract the most qualified teachers to take jobs in schools where chil-
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dren are most in need. This is certainly the case today. Teaching lower-
class children who come to school not ready to learn is difficult, and
even if dedicated teachers volunteer for the task, they often wear down
and leave for easier assignments after a few years. But if lower-class
children came to school ready to learn, in good health, and with ad-
equate early childhood experiences, teachers would find more success
and fulfillment in working with them. Less of a salary increment would
be needed to attract teachers to work with such children.

Another often recommended policy is smaller class sizes in the early
elementary school years, especially in schools that mostly serve chil-
dren from lower-class families. These smaller class sizes have had a
demonstrable effect on life-long achievement, but they are expensive.
In the Tennessee experiment, for example, class sizes in kindergarten
through third grade were reduced from 24 to 15, a big decrease. If this
reduction were implemented for lower-class children only, average per-
pupil spending for these children would go up by about $500, not in-
cluding the cost of building new classrooms to house the added classes.”™
But if teachers of lower-class children had the opportunity to build on
the academic and social achievements of a fully adequate early child-
hood program, it is likely that higher achievement could be generated
without so drastic a decrease in primary grade class size.

The $156 billion in new spending, suggested here to make a signifi-
cant dent in the achievement gap, is not on the political agenda, nor will
it be, no matter who is elected president in November 2004. But to say
that this spending is not politically realistic is not the same as to say that
it is unaffordable. An average annual spending increase of $156 billion
is only about two-thirds of the average annual cost of federal tax cuts
enacted since 2001.%° So if Americans truly wanted to significantly
narrow the social class differences that produce an educational achieve-
ment gap, we could do so.

Many lawsuits around the country involve plaintiffs, usually repre-
senting minority children or the school districts in which they are nu-
merous, who demand something called “adequate school funding.” At
this writing, the most prominent case is one in New York State where
the Court of Appeals has found that the state’s school financing system
is unconstitutional because it does not give lower-class children the op-
portunity to achieve at middle-class levels. Such lawsuits, if successful,
can improve education for minority and low-income youth. But advo-
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cates of this litigation should take care not to raise expectations that
even significantly more new dollars in schools alone will close the aca-
demic gap. In New York, the plaintiffs have proposed an added $4,000
per pupil for schools in New York City, a 24% increase in per-pupil
spending. The plaintiffs say these new funds should mostly be used for
smaller classes and higher teacher pay. Such new spending will cer-
tainly improve education for New York City youngsters. But advocates
for the plaintiffs have gone further, and say that such an increase could
close the achievement gap and enable all students to achieve at high
enough levels that they qualify for admission to academic colleges.*®
This expectation is bound to be disappointed. If social class differences
in readiness for learning are unaddressed. such a goal can only be met if
high school graduation and college admissions standards are diluted to
unrecognizability.

Funds sought in adequacy cases, while substantial, are tiny com-
pared to what is truly needed for adequate outcomes. Schools, no mat-
ter how good, cannot carry the entire burden of narrowing our substan-
tial social class differences.

While an additional $156 billion annually to make a significant dent
in the black—white achievement gap is not politically realistic, it is im-
portant to consider it because, in the absence of such spending, talk of
closing the achievement gap is unrealistic, perhaps even irresponsible.

Teacher morale

In American education today, policy makers and educators frequently
invoke slogans like “no excuses,” or “all students can learn to the same
high standards,” proclaiming what they say is their commitment to close
the achievement gap between lower-class and middle-class children.
Some say that these incantations are harmless, and, even if they are
hyperbolic, serve the useful purpose of spurring teachers, principals,
and other school officials to greater efforts to raise the achievement
levels of minority and other disadvantaged students.

Such whips can serve this useful purpose. But they can also do great
damage. They de-legitimize good and great teachers who dedicate them-
selves to raising minority student achievement in realistic increments.
They drive out of the teaching profession decent teachers who feel in-
adequate to the task of reaching utopian goals, or who resent the cyni-

Reforms that could help narrow the achievement gap 147

cism of politicians and administrators who demand_thal s.uc'h goals ble
attained. If this disconnect continues between what is rea_i:sucal]y pos-
sible and the goals we establish for educators, the nation n?l».:s abandt_:-n-
ing public education only to those willing to pander to’ polm_cal fashlo.n
by promising to achieve in schools what they know, in th.elr bearts. is
not possible. And in the polity, “no excuses” slogans provide 1de010$1-
cal respectability for those wanting to hold schools accountable for in-

evitable failure.



Conclusion

If as a society we choose to preserve big social class differences, we
must necessarily also accept substantial gaps between the achievement
of lower-class and middle-class children. Closing those gaps requires
not only better schools, although those are certainly needed, but also
reform in the social and economic institutions that presently prepare
children to learn in radically different ways. It will not be cheap.

Raising the achievement of lower-class children, and narrowing the
gap in cognitive achievement and non-cognitive skills between these
children and those from the middle class, are more ambitious undertak-
ings than policy makers today acknowledge. What this book has tried to
show is that eliminating the social class differences in student outcomes
requires eliminating the impact of social class on children in American
society. It requires abandoning the illusion that school reform alone can
save us from having to make the difficult economic and political deci-
sions that the goal of equality inevitably entails. School improvement
does have an important role to play, but it cannot shoulder the entire
burden, or even most of it, on its own.

149
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difficulty of the tests given to the entering kindergartners in the Early Childhood Lon-

gitudinal Study sample.

157. Ttis hard to be certain about how much of the gap is attributable to what schools
do. and how much is attributable to home influences, partly because there is no single
good way to measure the achievement gap. Here are some “back-of-the-envelope”
caleulations to illustrate the conceptual difficulty of measuring the achievement gap.

The most common way o measure it is in percentile ranks. On tests of math and
reading, it seems that lower-class four-year-olds, on average, achieve at about the same
level as middle-class four-year-olds who are at about the 34th percentile in a distribu-
tion of all middle-class four-year-olds” achievement. More precisely, average low-SES
four-year-olds achievement is 0.55 of a standard deviation below average middle-
class four-year-old achievement in math, and 0.47 of a standard deviation below aver-
age middle-class four-year-old achievement in literacy skills. This social class gap is
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similar to the black—-white skill 8ap at age 4. See Figures 2A, 2B, 3A. and 3B and Lee
and Burkam, Figure 1.3.

AL 9 years of age, the black—white achievement gap is a full standard deviation
in reading and almost as great in math. (The average reading scale score for nine-year-
olds on the National Assessment of Educational Progress in 1999 was 186 for black
students and 221 for white students: the average math scale score for blacks was 2] 1
and for whites it was 239: NCES 2003b, Tables 111 and 123). In percentile terms, this
means that average black nine-year-olds had reading and math proficiency that was
about 30 percentile points below average white proficiency.

So, measured by changes in percentile ranks, we would say that the black—white
gap grew by about 14 percentile points from 4 to 9 years of age. Or we could say that
the gap nearly doubled (an initial gap of 16 percentile points increased by an addi-
tional 14 percentile points).

But this gap would look different and have different rates of change if we mea-
sured it in “real” terms, For example, Hart and Risley 1995, Tahle § (p. 176) report
that, at age 3, children of parents who are professionals have a vocabulary of about
1,100 words, children of working-class parents have a vocabulary of about 750 words,
and children of parents receiving welfare have vocabularies of about 525 words. If we
assume that an average of what Hart and Risley called “professional” and “working
class” children are comparable to what Lee and Burkam describe as middle SES, and
if we assume that an average of Hart and Risley’s “working class” and “welfare” chil-
dren are comparable to what Lee and Burkam describe as low SES, then the Hart and
Risley finding can be interpreted as that middle SES children’s vocabularies are 45%

higher (925 words vs. 638 words) than low SES children's vocabularies at age 3.

Moats 2001 reports that at first grade, the difference between the vocabularies of
“linguistically rich” and “linguistically poor” children is 20,000 vs. 5,000 words. If
we assume that these categories are comparable to the professional and welfare cat-
egories used by Hart and Risley. and do a similar interpolation, we can interpret Moats’
claim as one finding that middle SES children in first grade have vocabularies (roughly
16,000 words) that are nearly 80% higher than those of low SES children (roughly
9,000 words).

Thus, in percentile (or standard deviation) terms, the gap grew by nearly 100%
from early childhood to the primary school years (comparing Lee-Burkam findings to
NAEP nine-year-olds’ scores). But from early childhood to primary school, the aver-
age middle-class student has learned 19,000 new words while the average low-income
student has learned only 9,000 new words (comparing the Hart-Risley and Moat re-
ports). Does this mean that the gap has more than doubled? Or, if there was a 45% gap
in vocabulary words in early childhood and an 80% gap in primary school, does this
mean that the gap didn’t quite double?

In sum, in average percentile ranking, the achievement gap nearly doubled from
early childhood to elementary school, or it grew by 14 percentile points. In absolute
number of vocabulary words, the gap more than doubled. The gap in vocabulary words
grew in percentage terms, but at a slightly slower rate — by about 75% (from a gap of
45% 10 a gap of 80%),

The numbers used here should not be taken seriously for any purpose except this
illustration. Actually equating results from ECLS, NAEP, Hart and Risley, and Moats
1s not statistically possible. These are only “back-of-the-envelope™ reflections for the

sole purpose of illustrating that reports of the gap are a function of how the underlying
data are measured and defined,
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