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In my work, I've repeatedly stressed this logical claim: If you send two groups
of students to equally high-quality schools, the group with greater socioeco-
nomic disadvantage will necessarily have lower average achievement than the
more fortunate group.

Why is this so? Because low-income children often have no health insur-
ance and therefore no routine preventive medical and dental care, leading to
more school absences as a result of illness. Children in low-income families are
more prone to asthma, resulting in more sleeplessness, irritability, and lack of
exercise. They experience lower birth weight as well as more lead poisoning
and iron-deficiency anemia, each of which leads to diminished cognitive abil-
ity and more behavior problems. Their families frequently fall behind in rent
and move, so children switch schools more often, losing continuity of
instruction.

Poor children are, in general, not read to aloud as often or exposed to
complex language and large vocabularies. Their parents have low-wage jobs
and are more frequently laid off, causing family stress and more arbitrary disci-
pline. The neighborhoods through which these children walk to school and in
which they play have more crime and drugs and fewer adult role models with
professional careers. Such children are more often in single-parent families and
so get less adult attention. They have fewer cross-country trips, visits to
museums and zoos, music or dance lessons, and organized sports leagues to
develop their ambition, cultural awareness, and self-confidence.

Each of these disadvantages makes only a small contribution to the
achievement gap, but cumulatively, they explain a lot.

I've also noted that no matter how serious their problems, all disadvan-
taged students can expect to have higher achievement in better schools than in
worse ones. And even in the same schools, natural human varability ensures a
distribution of achievement in every group. Some high-achieving disadvan-
taged students always outperform typical middle class students, and some
low-achieving middle class students fall behind typical disadvantaged students.
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Whose Problem (s Poverty?

The achievemeny 8p is a difference in the arerage
achievemene of students from disadvantaged and
middle class tamilies,

P've drawn , policy conclusion from these
observations: Closing or substantially narrowing
achievement B3PS requires  combining  school
improvement with reforms chae nurow the vase
socioeconomie inequalities in the United States,
Without such 3 combination, demands (like those
of No Child Lefi Behind) that schools fully close
achievemene £ps not only will renpjn unfulfilled,
but also will cause us to foolishly and unfairly cop-
demn our schools and teachers,

Distorting Disadvantage
—2--7Hng Dis

Most educarors understand  how socioeconomic
disndv:mtagc lowers werage achievement, Hoy-
ever, some have resisted this logic, throwing up a
vaniety of defenses, Some find in my explanations
the implication thae disadvantaged children have 4
genetic disability, thae Poor and minority children
can't learn, They say char 5 Perspective that high-
lights the socioeconomic cagses of low achieve-
ment “blames the vieein” and legitimizes racism,
Some  find my  analysis dangerous  because it
“makes excuses™ for Poor instruction or because
demands for sociy) ad  cconomic reform “let
schools off the hook” for raising student achieve-
ment. And others sty it's too difficult to address
nonschool  problems like inadequate incomes,
health, or housing, so we should only work on
school reform, The Way sonmie of these critics see
it, those of ys who call attention ro such non-
school issues must Want to waic unejl utopian eco-
fomic change (or “socialism”) becomes a reality
before we begin to improve schools.

Some critics cite schools that enrol disadvan-
taged students bue stll gee high standardized regt
scores as proof that greater socioeconomie equality
IS not essential for closing achievemen gaps—
because good schooks have shown they can do
it on their own, And some critics are o single-
mindedly commitred to a schools-only approach
that they can’t believe anyone could seriously

AT R
B

. S— T
= ST I T T S LA S . Sy

355

advocare pursuing both school and socioeconomic
improvement simulancously,

Seeing Through “No Excuses”

The commonplace “no excuses” ideology implics thae
cducators—wore they to realize chae their efforts alone
were insufficient 1o pjse student achieverene—
would be too simple-minded then o brng them-
selves to exert their full effort. The ideology presumes
that policymalkers with an Olympian petspective can
trick teachers into performing at 3 higher leve by
making them believe that unrealistically high degrees
of sticcess are within reach,

There's a lack of moral, political, and intellec-
tual integrity in this SUPPression of awareness of
how social and cconomic disadvantage Jowers
achievemnent, Qup first obligation should be 1o
analyze social problems recurately; only then can
we design effective solutions, Presenting a deliber-
ately flawed version of realiry, fearing thar che
truth will lead to excuses, is not only cortupt but
also self-defeating,

Mythology cannot, in the long Tun, inspire
better instruceion. Teachers see for themselves
how poor health or family economic stress
impedes students’ learning. Teachers my nowa-
days be intimidaced from acknowlcdging these
realities aloud and may, in groupthink obedience,
repeat the manera thag “4) children can learn. ™ But
nobody is fooled, Teachers seill know thae
although all children can learn, some learmn less
well because of poorer health of less-secure
homes, Suppressing such truths Jeads only to
teacher cynicism and disillusion, Talented teachers
abandon  the profession, willing to  shoulder
responsibility for their own instructional compe-
tence but nor for fatlures beyond their control,

Mythology also Prevents educators from prop-
erly diagnosing educational fiilure where it exises, If
we expect all disadvantaged students to succeed g¢
levels typical of affluen students, then even the
best inner-city teachers seem like failures, If e
pretend that achievemeng BAps are entirely within
teachers” control, with clims to the contrary only




“excuses,” how can we distinguish better from worse

classroom practice?

Who's Getting Off the Hook?

Promoters of the myeh that schools alone can over-
come soctal and cconomie causes of low achievement
assert thae claims to che contrary let schools “ott the
hook.” But thewr miyeh iwself lets polinical and corpo-
race officials off & hook. We absolve these Jeaders
from  responstbility for narrowing the  pervasive
mequalitics of American society by asserting that
cood schools alone can overcome these inequalities.
Forger abour health care gaps, racial segreganon,
madequate housing, or meome insecunity. B, after
successful school reform, all adolescenes regardless of
background could leave high school fully prepared
to carn muddle class meomes, there would, indeed,
be likde reason for concern about comemporary
inequality. Opportunites of children from all races
and cthnic groups, and ot rich and poor, would
cqualize i the nest generation solely as a resule of’
improved schooling. This absurd conclusion follows
from the “no excuses™ approach,

Some critics urge that educators should not
acknowledge sociocconomic disadvantage because
their unique responsibility is o improve classroom
practices, which they wn control. According to
such reasoning, we should leave to health, housing,
and labor experts the challenge of worrying about
inequalitices in their respective fields. Yet we are all
citizens in this democracy, and educators have a
special and unigue insight into che damage that
deprivation does to children’s learning poteneial.

If educators who face this unfortunate stare of
attairs daily don’e speak up abouc it, who will?
Educators and  their  professional  organizations
should insist to every polutician who will listen
(nd o those who will not) that social and
cconomic reforms are needed to create an envi-
ronment in which the most effective teaching can
take plce,

And yes, we should also call on housing,
healeh, and antipoverty advocates to tke a broader
view that integrates school improvement inco their
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advocacy of greater cconomic and social equalicy,
Instead, however, critical voices for reform have
been sifenced, wld they should suck o their knie-
tng, fearing an accusation that denounang inequal-
ity s aptamount to "making excuses,”

What We Can Do

It's a canard that educators advocating socioeconomic
refors wish to postpone school improvement until
we have created an impractical economic weopia.
Another canard s the idea that it's mnpractical to
narrow socioeconomic inequalities. so school retorm
is the ooly reasonable lever. Modest social and
ccononic refortns, well within our poliaeal reach,
could Iave a palpable ceffect on student achievement.

For example, we could

+ Ensure good pediatric and dental care for all
students, in school-based clinics.

+ Expand existing low-income housing subsidy
programs  to  reduce  families”  mvoluntary
mobility.

s Provide higher-quality early childhood care so
that low-income children are not parked before
televisions while their parents are working.

o Increase the carmed income tux credie, the
minimum  wage, and collective  bargaining
rights so that families of Jow-wage workers
are less seressed, .

» Promote mixed-income housing developiment
i suburbs and i generitying cities to give more
low-income students the benefits of integrated
educations in neighborhood schooks.

* Fund after-school programs so that inner-city
children spend fewer nonschool hours in dan-
gerous environments and, instead,  develop
their cultueal, artistic, organizational, and ath-
letic potential.

None of this is utoptan. All is worth doing
iself, with the added benefit of sending children to
school more ready to leam. Educators who are
unafraid to advocate such policies will finally call
the hand of those politicians and business leaders
who claim that vaiversal health care is too expensive
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Whose Prablem Is Poverty?

bue ‘imuhancously demand schoo) reform so they
¢an posture as defenders of minority children,

In some schools, disadvantaged students are
effectively tracked by race, denied the most qualified
teachers and (he best curriculun, Failure is boch
expected and accepted, Unf'orrunntcly, some educa-
tors do use socioeconomic disadvanmgc a8 an excuse
for filing to teach well under adverse conditions,
But we eXaguerate the frequency of this excuse,
Some teachers CXcuse poor practice, pue others
work ternbly hard 1o develop clis.ldvant:lgcd stu-
denes’ talengs, Where incompetence dogs eXIst, we
should insise ¢fya school administrators roor it out.

But consider this: The National Assessment of
Educationy| Progregs (NAEP), administered o
mational studene sample by the federa) govern-
Ment, s generally considered the g reliable
measure of g, students’ achievement, Since
1990, the achievemeny 8P berween minos
md white studenes s barely changed, feeding
accusations  thye educators simply ignore the
needs of minority youch, Yt werrge math scores
of black 4th graders in 2007 were higher than
those of whige +th graders i 1990 (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2007, p. oy, If
white achievement had been stagnant, the gp
would have fully closed. There were gl bigr
math gains for black Bth graders (National Cenger
for Education Statistics, 2007, p. 26). The Lp
stagnated only becayse white studencs also gained.

In reading, scores have remained fla, Perhaps
this is because math achievemene i 4 more direct
result of schoo) mstruction, whereas reading ability
also refleces students” home literacy environment,
Nonctheless, the Jdramaric g5 in math do not
Suggest that mes teachers of disndvanmgcd studenes
are sitting around making exeyges for failing to
teach. Quite the contrary.

Reticent About Race

Ie is Puzzling thar some find racism implied in
explinations of why disudvanmgcd students typj-
cily achieve 2 lower Jevels, Bur to understand
that children who've been up at night, wheezing
from untreated asthma, will pe less atzentive in
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school is not (o blame those children for their
lower scores, It i to explain that we can enhance
those studenes’ capacity to learn wich policies thae
reduce the epidemic incidence of asthma in low-
income comniunities—by enforcing prohibitions
on the use of high-sulfur heating oil, for example,
OF requiring urban byses to substituce natura Bas
for diesel fiel—or provide pediatric care, includ-
ing treatment for asthimg Symptoms. Denying the
impact of poor health on learning leads o blaming
teachers for circumstances complecely beyond
their control,

The fact that such conditions affect blacks more
than whites reflects racism i the United Seages.
Calling attention to such conditions s not racis,
But ignoring them, insisting that they have no
effece if teaching s tompetent, may be,

Some critics lump my analyses of socig and
cconontic obstacles wigh others” chiims thac “black
cttlture” explains low achievement. Like other
overly simplistic explnations of academic failyre,
culeural explanations can easily be exaggerated,
There s, indeed, an pparent black-white pesr.
Score gap, even whep allegedly poor black and
white students are compared with one another or
even when middle clags black and whige students
are compared with one another, But these decep-
tively Jarge 8ips mostly stem  from to0o-broad
definitions of “poor” and “middle clygs.” Typicaily,
low-income white studenes are compared wich
blacks who are mch Poorer, and mijddje class
black students are compared with whites whe are
tuch more affhyent, Ifwe restriceed comparisons to
sociocconomically similar students, che residual rest-
score gap would mostly disappear (see Phillips,
Crouse, & Ralph, 1998,

Bue probably not alf of it. Responsible refor-
mers are seeking co help low-income black parenes
Mmprove childrcaring practices. Others attempt to
reduce che influence of gang role models on black
adolescents or to raise the status of academic success
n black communities, Generally, these reformers
are black; whie €xpents avoid such discussions, fear-
ing accusations of racismy,

This is too bad, If we'te aftaid o discuss openly
the sl contribution that cultural factors make to
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aclievement gaps, we suggest, falsely, that we're
Iiding something much bigger.

Dancing Around the Issue

[ am often asked 0 respond 1o claims dhae somw
cchools with disadvantaged  students have higher
achicovement, allegedly proving that school alone
cant close aclnevenient gaps. Cerainly, some schools
are supenor and should be imitated. But no schools
serving disadvantaged cudents have demonstrated
consistent and sustained improvenent that closes—
not just narrows—achievenent gaps. Claims o the
contrary are often fraudulent, someames based on
Jow-income schools whose parents e unusually
well educated; whose admissions policies aceept
only the most talented disadvantaged students; or
whose students, although chigible  tor subsidized
funches, come from stable waorking-class and not

poor comnitics.

Some claims are based o schools that concen-
rate on passing standardized basic skills tests 10 the
exclusion of teaching critical thinking, reasoning,
the arts. social studies, or science, of of teaching
e Swhole ¢ld,” as middle ¢lass schools are
more wont to do. Increasingly, such claims are
based on high proportions of students scormg
above state proficiency standards, defined at a low
Jevel, Certainly, if we define proficiency down, we
can more easily reduce achievement gaps without
addressing  social or cconomic  inequality.  But
responsible analysts have always detined closing
the achievement gap as achieving similar score dis-
mibutions and average scale scores among sub-
groups. Even No Child Left Behind proclaims a
goal of proficiency at “challenging” levels tor cach
subgroup. Only achieving such goals will lead to
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more equal opportunity for all students in the
United States,

Beyond Either/Or

Nobody should be forced to choose between
advocadng tor beter whools or speaking out for
greater social and economic equality. Both are
essential, Each depends on the other. Educators
cnot be effective if they nuake excuses tor poor
student  performance. But they will have ligle
chance for success unless chey akso join with advo-
cates of social and economic reforni to improve the
conditions from which children come to school.
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Note
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Author’s not: For documentation ot the spevific
critigues reterenced in this article, readers can con-

tact e at rirothid epi.org.

e U NP

In 1966 the U.S. government published & contro-
versial study, Equality of Educational Opportunity.
usually referred to as the Coleman Report, In
honor of the lead researcher and author, James

Coleman. One of the main findings of the report
was that the family background of a student
(socioeconomic status) was 3 stronger predictor of
a student’s educational achievement than what
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went on in schools. Children from more privileged
families achieved at higher rates than children from
less privileged homes.

Richard Rothstein reminds us in this article that
if we as a nation want to increase academic achieve-
ment among our K-12 students, we must find a way
to address the issues of poverty that so strongly
affect academic achievernent among the poor.
We cannot just focus on improving education—
standards, assessment, and financing—without also
addressing the negative effects of poverty—poor
health care, crime, low birth rate, and parental edu-
cation levels. Unless we attack these poverty issues,

WEB RESOURCES:

The Children’s Defense Fund. Available at:
http:llwww.childrensdefense.org.

The Children’s Defense Fund champions policies and
programs that lift children out of poverty; protect them
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foundation.
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The primary mission of the Foundation is to foster public
policies, human-service reforms, and community sup-

ports that more effectively meet the needs of today’s
vuinerable children and families.
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we are not going to achieve the educational out-
comes that we seak.

_ DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. Restate in your own words the relationship
between the social and economic disadvantages
of poor children and the achievement gap.

2. What do you believe are the key reasons that
we have been unable to achieve greater social
and economic equality?

3. in your opinion, what ought to be done to pro-
mote greater social and economic equality?

RELATED WEBSITE RESOURCES AND VIDEQ CASE i

\ bll) TEACHSOURCE VIDEO CASE

PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT IN SCHOOL
CULTURE

In this video case you will see how literacy special-
ist Linda Schwertz engages parents in a book-
publishing venture. Go to the website for the
Education Media Library at CengageBrain.com to
watch the video clips, study the artifacts in the
case, and reflect on the following questions.

1. What ways can you think of to engage parents
in their children's school? What ways are dem-
onstrated in this video case?

2. What are the major obstacles that prevent parents
from being involved in their children’s school, and
how can those obstacles be overcome?




