A Special Section on the Achievement Gap

Challenging Assumptions
About the Achievement Gap
The national dialogue about the achievement gap can help policy
makers and educators find ways to better serve minority students.
However, school policy and practice must be founded not on
perceptions of group stereotypes, Mr. Ramirez and Mr. Carpenter
argue, but on knowledge about each student's needs and
strengths.
BY AL RAMIREZ AND
DICK CARPENTER
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but supplies little water to the arid landscape. Other
times the moisture content is high, which contributes
greatly to the state's water supply. Thus differences within the general category of snow are critical to our state's
health and future.
Similarly, "within-group" differences are important
to recognize when we look at student achievement,
particularly as it relates to race or ethnicity. Since the
Brown v. Board of Education decision more than 50
years ago, much attention has been paid to significant
"between-group" differences. This focus resulted in
policies and practices designed to reduce such disparities. Yet, until quite recently, educational researchers,
policy makers, and practitioners have paid far less attention to within-group differences that are probably
as important as those between groups and could, in
fact, help us figure out how to narrow the differences
between groups.
Take, for example, Latinos, who now constitute the
largest minority group in the U.S. and who are certainly well represented in the public schools.I As a group,
Latino students share many similar characteristics that
set them apart from other groups. On average, Latino
students tend to be poorer, attend more segregated schools,
and live in urban areas. Latino students also account for
the largest number of students served in programs of
English-language acquisition. While these characteristics typify the group of students we call Latinos, it would
be a mistake to assume that all Latino students have
similar needs or require the same type of education. 2
Yet current policies and educational practices directed toward Latino students are built on such assumptions
and have had the unintended consequence of hurting
the students' futures, educational and otherwise. Among
these overgeneralized policies and practices are presuming that all students with Spanish surnames need English-language-acquisition classes; creating a policy of de
facto segregation by assigning Latino students only to
schools with English as a Second Language (ESL) programs; and presuming Latino students are potential dropouts rather than college-bound students.
When policy makers and education professionals remain oblivious to these false assumptions, misinterpretations occur, and stereotypical thinking prevails. Indeed, our investigation of the achievement gap underscores the relative insignificance of race and ethnicity,
compared to other factors that most affect student learning. Furthermore, we have found that the "achievement
gap" between Latino and white students may be a "phantom gap" derived from the practice of lumping all non600
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white students into a single comparison group. In short,
the importance of within-group differences eclipses the
importance of between-group differences.
ACHIEVEMENT GAP RESEARCH

Research on the academic achievement gap between
majority and minority students is sometimes misapplied by policy makers and practitioners, and this in
turn can lead to ineffective and even counterproductive
programs for students.' Media coverage further exacerbates this misunderstanding about the lagging academic performance of minority groups, for it oversimplifies complex data in order to fit the conventions of news
reporting and to manufacture catchy headlines. Moreover, policy discussions and debates about the achievement gap have missed the mark by casting the problem
as a "minority group" phenomenon, without considering the dynamic interplay of variables that affect the
learning of any individual child.
Of the achievement gap research that does consider
factors in addition to race or ethnicity, much of it involves such home-based variables as socioeconomic status, home language, and parent involvement or such
school-based variables as school segregation and teacher quality. However, the findings are far from conclusive.

Beginning with home-based variables, much of the
research indicates that the income level of a student's
family is highly correlated with academic success in
school, a phenomenon that is indeed true for Latino
students.4 Moreover, in some studies the effect of socioeconomic status often overwhelms the relationship
between race or ethnicity and academic achievement,
since minority groups tend to be overrepresented among
the poor. Yet not all researchers agree about the impact
of socioeconomic status on student learning, and some
cite other factors as having more influence.5
Regarding home language, the research remains mixed
and crammed with cross-cutting issues. Some researchers believe that a student's language background is central to success in school, particularly when it is related
to the level of parents' education.6 For example, the
U.S. Department of Education reported that, in 1999,
the percentage of Latino parents with a high school or
higher educaton was 49% for those who spoke mostly
Spanish at home and 83% for those who spoke mostly
English at home. Other researchers find that maintaining Spanish as the home language enhances academic
achievement when combined with other factors.7 Still

others contend that language background accounts for little in explaining student achievement. 8

In contrast to the mixed findings
on the role of language, there isgeneral agreement among researchers on
the importance of parent involvement, particularly for black and Latino students.9 While parent involvement takes many forms, numerous
researchers have concluded that the
most significant type is assisting chil-

dren with schoolwork at home.' 0 Parent involvement also plays an important role in students' course-taking
patterns. For example, James Valadez
illustrates how Latino parents influence their children's enrollment in
algebra and advanced mathematics
courses. 1

Turning to school-based variables,
some researchers conclude that school
segregation significantly affects the

academic achievement of minority
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for each student. In addition, NELS:88 involves questionnaires for the school principal, for two teachers,
and for parents.
The sample for our study was drawn from the 12thgrade follow-up study. To determine both within- and
between-group differences, we calculated effects for
whites, blacks, and Latinos. Thus our sample included
data on 15,618 students: 2,170 Latinos, 1,660 blacks,
and 11,788 whites. We chose to look at mathematics
as the measure of student achievement. While including other subjects would provide a more complete picture of achievement, idiosyncrasies of the database required that we limit our achievement measure to mathematics only.
The NELS:88 database contains many hundreds of
possible variables to draw upon and combine in examining factors that could be important to student achievement. Thus it was necessary for us to identify factors
that, based on other research, have been shown to influence student learning generally. Our review led us
to investigate the relationship between mathematics
achievement and the following variables:
* socioeconomic status,
* language other than English regularly spoken at
home,
participation at any time in an ESL program,
time spent on homework,
o

class size,

number of minority students in the class,
number of units of algebra taken,
,,number of undergraduate courses taken by the teacher in the subject he or she teaches most frequently,
- number of graduate courses taken by the teacher in
the subject he or she teaches most frequently,
* family composition (i.e., two parents in the home),
* level of parent involvement, and
* urbanicity (i.e., urban, suburban, or rural).
FINDINGS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS

Our analysis discovered that the "achievement gap"
really consists of "multiple gaps" that exist both between
and within groups. Socioeconomic status and participation in ESL were the most significant factors for all

groups of students. For the most part, white and Latino
student achievement were mirror images of each other,
and each was affected similarly by each of the factors

we examined. But this was not the case for black students
in the sample. For example, Latino and white student
602
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achievement reflected similar differences based on urbanicity, but the same did not hold true for black students. Latino students who spoke English at home, who
had never been enrolled in an ESL Class, who came from
intact families, and who spent more time on homework
demonstrated higher levels of academic aclievement than
Latino students who did not share these characteristics.
These relationships were similar for white students.
Turning to between-group differences, none of the
variables we considered revealed a statistically significant gap between whites and Latinos. Socioeconomic
background, experience in an ESL class, units of algebra, and level of parent involvement had a similar impact on the achievement of both white and Latino students. However, hours of homework were not a good
predictor of student achievement for Latino students,
while this variable was a good predictor for both black
students and white students. Finally, while the differences we found between white students and Latino students were not significant, the differences between black
students and white students and between black students
and Latino students were significant.
While these findings are important, a caveat isworth
bearing in mind. They do not indicate a simple, straightline relationship, in which increases or decreases in one
variable affect student achievement in direct proportion. Nevertheless, our findings do clearly indicate that
family income, the number of parents in the home, the
number of algebra units taken, the level of parent involvement, and the level of English-language skills are
significant predictors of academic achievement for Latino students. Moreover, the differences on these factors
among Latinos are greater than those between Latinos
and whites. And many of the same factors exert a similar effect on achievement for white students.
Our research also indicates that the achievement gap
isnot monolithic. Instead, it isa richly textured, complex, and nuanced framework. Our findings underscore
the need to disaggregate student data into many combinations of subsets in order to understand the dynamic relationships that exist within and between groups.
The practice of lumping together data from all students of color - and even data from divisions within
a single group - isa mistake that isbound to produce
poor policy choices and poor educational practices.
Data-driven decision making is gaining popularity
with educators and policy leaders. This methodology
holds much promise to help us better understand the
needs of students, to evaluate the effectiveness of our
education programs, and to inform parents and key

'1

stakeholders about our schools. However, we must remain wary of the allure of numbers and conscious of
the destructiveness of flawed research. We must be careful about jumping to conclusions simply because we find
a number that implies a difference between groups of
students. We must always investigate the underlying factors that contribute to the average score for any group
of students. As our research demonstrates, taking action
based on limited data and analysis is professionally irresponsible. We have an ethical obligation to be thorough in our understanding of the phenomena we study
in our schools.
Finally, what is evident from our investigation is that
both school-based factors and home-based factors are
important to the success of every child, regardless of
racial or ethnic differences. School policy and practice
must be founded not on perceptions of group stereotypes, but rather on knowledge about each student's
needs and strengths. Thus the voices of parents, teachers, and students must be included when practitioners
and policy makers seek to design better ways to serve students. The national dialogue about the achievement
gap has the potential to help policy makers and educators find ways to better serve Latino and other minority
students. But if we are to create such constructive policies, research and practice must be based on thoughtful reflection about what we know rather than what we
assume.
1. Gill Griffin, "Color Change: African-Americans and Latinos Reassess
Their Relationships in Wake of Changing Demographics," San Diego
Union-Tribune, 23 February 2003, pp. 1-2.
2. Hersholt C.Waxman, Shwu-yong L. Huang, andYolanda N. Padron,
"Motivation and Learning Environment Differences Between Resilient
and Nonresilient Latino Middle School Students," HispanicJournalof
Behavioral Sciences, vol. 19, 1997, pp. 137-56.
3. Fenwick W. English, "On the Intractability of the Achievement Gap
in Urban Schools and the Discursive Practice of Continuing Racial Discrimination," Education and UrbanSociety, vol. 34,2002, pp. 298-311;
and Alejandro Portes and Ruben G. Rumbaut, ImmigrantAmerica: A
Portrait(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990).
4. Sampson L. Blair and Mariou C. Legazpi, "Racial/Ethnic Difference in
High School Students' Academic Performance: Understanding the Interweave of Social Class and Ethnicity in the Family Context," Journalof
ComparativeFamily Studies, vol. 30, 1999, pp. 539-55; and Alejandro
Portes and Dag McLeod, "Educational Progress of Children of Immigrants: The Roles of Class, Ethnicity, and School Context," Sociology of
Education, vol. 69, 1996, pp. 255-75.
5. Sharon Anne O'Conner and Kathleen Miranda, "The Linkages Among
Farmily Structure, Self-Concept, Effort, and Performance on Mathematics
Achievement of American High School Students by Race," American
Secondary Education, vol. 31, 2002, pp. 72-95; and Sammis B. White,
"Socioeconomic Status and Achievement Revisited," Urban Education,
vol. 28, 1993, pp. 328-43.
6. Tracey Derwing et al., "Some Factors That Affect the Success of ESL

High School Students,"
CanadianModern Language Review, vol. 55,

t

cAtuou

1999, pp. 532-47.
.

7. David P. Dolson,

"The Effects of Span-

'

KEEPING BLACK BOYS
OUT OF
SPECIAL EDUCATION
by Dr: Javvanza Knj,(fu
I
1l5.95
(Paper) ISBN: 09749O28 58Iopages
Add $3.95 forpostage.

ish Home Language
Use on the Scholastic
Performance of Hispanic Pupils," Journal of Multilingual
and MAulticultural De-

Is there a relationship between Ritalin and cocaine? Between illiteracy and special education?
Why are males placed in special education more
than females?
What percent are mainstreamed back to the reguTo order call: 1-800-552-1991
lar class?

velopment, vol. ,1985,
pp. 135-55* and Arna

Visit

E-mai us at:AA@AfnicanAmericanImages.com
at:http://wwwv.AfricanAmericanlmages.com
our website

AFRICAN AMIERICAN IM\IAGES
Celia Zentella, "Latino Youth at Home, 1909 West 95th Street * Chicago, Illinois 60643
in Their Communities, and in School: The Language Link," Educationand UrbanSociety,
vol. 30, 1997, pp. 122-30.
8. David Adams et al., "Predicting the Academic Achievement of Puerto
Rican and Mexican-American Ninth-Grade Students," Urban Review,
vol. 26, 1994, pp. 1-14; and Raymond Buriel et al., "The Relationship
of Language Brokering to Academic Performance, Biculturalism, and
Self-Efficacy Among Latino Adolescents," HispanicjournalofBehavioral Sciences, vol. 20, 1998, pp. 283-96.
9. William Jeynes, 'A Meta-analysis: The Effects of Parental Involvement
on Minority Children's Academic Achievement," Editcation and Urban
Society, vol. 35, 2003, pp. 202-18.
10. Charles V. Izzo et al., "A Longitudinal Assessment of Teacher Perceptions of Parent Involvement in Children's Education and School Performance," American Journalof Community Psychology, vol. 27, 1999,
pp. 817-39.
11. James R Valadez, "The Influence of Social Capital on Mathematics
Course Selection by Latino High School Students," HispanicJournalof
Behavioral Sciences, vol. 24, 2002, pp. 319-39.
12. Gary J. Roberts, "The Effect of Achievement on Student Friendships in Desegregated Schools," Equityand Choice, vol.5,1989, pp.31-3 6 ;
Russell W. Rumberger and J. Douglas Wilims, "The Impact of Racial and
Ethnic Segregation on the Achievement Gap in California High Schools,"
EducationalEvaluation andPolicy Analysis, vol. 14, 1992, pp. 377-96;
and Richard R. Valencia, "Inequalities and the Schooling of Minority
Students in Texas: Historical and Contemporary Conditions," Hispanic
Journalof BehavioralSciences, vol. 22, 2000, pp. 445-59.
13. John U. Ogbu, MinorityEditcationand Caste: TheAmerican System
in Cross-CultuiralPerspective (New York: Academic Press, 1978).
14. Jeremy D. Finn and Kristin E. Voelkl, "School Characteristics Related to Stud ent Engagement,"JournalofNegro Education,vol. 62, 1993,
pp. 249-68; and Tomas D. Rodriguez, "Oppositional Culture and Academic Performance Among Children of Immigrants in the U.S.," Race,
Ethnicity, andEducation, vol. 5, 2002, pp. 199-216.
15. Harold Wenglinsky, "How Schools Matter: The Link Between Teacher Classroom Practices and Student Academic Performance," Edlucation
PolicyAnalysis Archives, vol. 10, 2002, available at http://epaa.asu.edu/
epaa/vl Onl2; Jonah Rockoff, "The Impact of Individual Teachers on
Student Achievement: Evidence from Panel Data," abstract available at
http://econwpa.wusdl.edu/eprints/pe/papers/030 4 /030 4 00 2 .abs; and
Peter R. Denner et al., "Connecting Performance to Student Achievement: A Generalization and Validity Study of the Renaissance Teacher
Work Samples Assessment," paper presented at the annual meeting of
the Association of Teacher Educators, Jacksonville, Fla., 2003.
16. Theodore A. Eisenberg, "Begle Revisited: Teacher Knowledge and
Student Achievement in Algebra," JournalforResearch in Mathematics
K
Eduication, vol. 8, 1997, pp. 216-22.

APRIL 2005

603

COPYRIGHT INFORMATION

TITLE: Challenging Assumptions About the Achievement Gap
SOURCE: Phi Delta Kappan 86 no8 Ap 2005
WN: 0509101226009
The magazine publisher is the copyright holder of this article and it
is reproduced with permission. Further reproduction of this article in
violation of the copyright is prohibited.

Copyright 1982-2005 The H.W. Wilson Company.

All rights reserved.

