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The Racial Gap in
Academic Achievement

ABIGAIL THERNSTROM

As early as second or third grade, [African American students] generally
have much lower grades and test scores than Asians and Whites—patterns
that persist over the course of their school careers.
—The College Board, “Reaching the Top: A Report of the
National Task Force on Minority High Achievement”

You have to demand more of your students while providing them with the
structure to meet those demands. The more difficult the curriculum, the
greater the likelihood your students will be successful.
—Gregory Hodge, principal, Frederick Douglass Academy
in central Harlem, New York City

IN 1903, W. E. B. Du Bois, the preeminent black intellectual
of his time, described “the problem of the color line [as] the problem of
the twentieth century.” And four decades later he peered sixty years down
the road and saw a new century in which—for blacks—there would be
nothing new.

We have, of course, arrived at that new century, and much has changed.
But in certain respects, not nearly enough. Although almost half of blacks
are today in the middle class, racial inequality remains a fundamental fact
about American life. And much of that inequality can be traced to one
source: the underachievement of black students in school. The racial gap
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in cognitive skills is the nation’s most serious educational problem, and its
most critical race-related issue.

Most discussions of the racial gap in academic achievement contrast
the scores of blacks and Hispanics to those of Asians and whites. But the
Hispanic and black stories are not the same. Hispanics are a classic immi-
grant group. With the passage of time, their academic profile (already less
worrisome than that of blacks) is likely to change. African Americans are
the real concern.

Skills Matter

Educational reform is sweeping the nation. Every state, except
Iowa, has developed specific learning standards, and all but three are com-
mitted to statewide tests to determine compliance with those standards in
at least one core subject. Thirty-eight states have aligned their standards,
curricula, and assessments in all four major subjects—English, math, sci-
ence, and history. More than half the states are making high school grad-
uation conditional upon a passing grade on a state test. The standards are
often rock-bottom, but even clearly defined minimal expectations are a
sharp break from the past.!

Teachers, too, are facing tougher tests for certification, and many states
have the power to assume control of a failing school, or even an entire
district. Charter schools are bursting out all over; thirty-six states and the
District of Columbia now have some sort of charter law. There are other
reforms connected to high standards and accountability: early intervention
programs, some of which target both parents and children; an end to social
promotion; summer school, after-school, and Saturday programs; a variety
of incentives (including free college tuition) designed to promote high
achievement; summer workshops in content areas for teachers; the addition
of more reading and writing to the curriculum; and much else.

Educational improvement means, above all, raising the performance
of urban students, and particularly those who are black. The academic
performance of black youngsters on standardized tests is worse than that
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of any other group; if educational reforms do not raise black test scores,
they will have failed. And if current efforts fail, a substantial percentage of
African American families will remain below the poverty line. Blacks and
whites today have equal high school graduation rates and nearly equal
college attendance rates. Over 85 percent of both groups finish four years
of high school (although not necessarily by age eighteen), and among those
who obtain a high school diploma, 60 percent of blacks (versus 68 percent
of whites) go directly into college. But blacks and whites do not leave the
twelfth grade equally well educated, and thus they do not have the same
college graduation rates or the same earnings down the road.

Blacks are more likely to earn a college diploma than whites with the
same twelfth-grade test scores.> And blacks earn no less than whites when
they are equally academically prepared. There is much talk in the media
and elsewhere about the rich getting richer and the poor becoming poorer.
In fact, it is those with skills who are doing well economically. In recent
decades, earnings for low-skilled work have declined, while those for jobs
that require a good command of language and numbers, as well as the
ability to analyze complicated problems, have risen dramatically.’

Thus, it is actual knowledge—not years spent in school warming a
seat—that makes the difference in an individual’s income. What often looks
like discrimination is better described as rewarding workers with relatively
strong cognitive skills. One study of men twenty-six to thirty-three years
old who held full-time jobs in 1991 found that when education was mea-
sured in the traditional way (years of school completed), blacks earned 19
percent less than comparably educated whites. But when the yardstick was
how well they performed on basic tests of vocabulary, paragraph compre-
hension, arithmetical reasoning, and mathematical knowledge, the results
were reversed. Black men earned 9 percent more than white men with the
same education—as defined by skill.*

Other studies contain similar findings. Among men thirty-one to
thirty-six years old whose cognitive skills put them above the 50th percen-
tile on the well-respected Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery test,
the difference between black and white earnings is a mere 4 percentage
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points, Christopher Jencks and Meredith Phillips report in a Brookings
Institution volume on The Black-White Test Score Gap.> A 1999 College
Board report came to much the same conclusion: “Differences in job
performance ratings and wages among people with similar educational
credentials are related in part to differences in academic achievement and
skills levels, as measured by standardized test scores, class rank in college,
and even high school grades or test scores.” Other factors do come into
play—“motivation, perserverance,” even “plain old luck,” it went on. White
racism, however, was not on the list.

Scary Numbers

Test scores matter, and those for blacks and whites, on av-
erage, are not the same. For a while the rate of progress was heartening.
During the 1970s and the better part of the 1980s, black school children
were making more rapid gains than whites on the standardized tests ad-
ministered periodically to a representative sample of students by the Na-
tional Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). NAEP results are often
called the nation’s report card on education, and in 1971, when the tests
were first given, the average African American seventeen-year-old could
read no better than the typical white eleven-year-old. By 1988, the gap had
been narrowed to just 2.5 years, still too large but less than half of what it
had been sixteen years before. Math and reading tests are given in different
years, but the data are similar. In 1973, black students were 4.3 years behind
their white peers; in 1990, the difference was down to just 2.5 years.

Toward the end of the 1980s, however, black progress came to a halt.
Scores began to go down. By 1996, the racial gap in math of 2.5 years in
1990 had grown to 3.4 years. The average African American high school
senior thus had math skills precisely on a par with those of the typical white
student in the middle of ninth grade—a huge disparity in a world in which
numeracy is becoming at least as important as literacy.

The reading scores are even more dismaying. Although the black-white
gap closed by a remarkable 3.5 years between 1980 and 1988, it widened
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by more than a year and a half in the following decade, erasing half of the
previous gain. As a result, in 1998 the average seventeen-year-old African
American could only read as well as the typical white child who had not
yet reached age thirteen. In 1992, just 18 percent of black students in twelfth
grade were rated “proficient” or “advanced” in reading, as compared with
47 percent of whites. As of 1998, those numbers were unchanged.

Backsliding is evident in both science and writing as well. In the decade
following 1986, the science gap widened by a half a year, and between 1988
and 1996, the difference between white and black scores on the writing
assessment increased by 1.2 years. The most recent data thus show black
students in twelfth grade dealing with scientific problems at the level of
whites in the sixth grade and writing about as well as whites in the eighth
grade.

The Middle-Class Puzzle

The racial gap in academic skills is a problem that starts before
kindergarten and affects black youngsters from every social class. Thus, the
median scores of black and white five- and six-year-olds who took the
Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test in the years 1986—1992 were quite differ-
ent.” In an essay in The Black-White Test Score Gap, Meredith Phillips and
colleagues estimate that about half the difference between white and black
twelfth-grade students is explained by the gap that is already evident in
first grade.® Could that gap be eliminated by better schooling? No one
knows for sure. But schools scattered across the landscape are beating the
demographic odds—educating children from whom regular public schools
expect less.

More discouraging, because it’s more bewildering, is the poor aca-
demic performance of middle-class black students. Shaker Heights is a tony
Cleveland suburb; its black residents are well-to-do. And its schools, as of
1998, were pouring nearly $10,000 a year into educating every child. It has
had a rich program aimed at raising the level of black achievement. Suc-
cessful black students mentor those doing poorly in the earlier grades;
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tutors work with small groups of kindergarten children who need help
reading; after-school, weekend, and summer academies are open to those
who want to attend; special high school classes are available for those who
do not keep up; a high school counselor works with youngsters whose
grades do not reflect their potential; and so forth. The results have the
school administators totally baffled. About half the students in the Shaker
Heights school system are black, but blacks are 7 percent of those in the
top fifth of their class, and 90 percent of those in the bottom fifth.’

“At virtually all socioeconomic levels,” black students do not perform
as well as those who are white or Asian, the College Board’s recent task
force report acknowledged. In fact, the racial gap in academic achievement
is widest among middle-class students from educated families; the NAEP
scores of black and white youngsters whose parents lack even a high school
degree are more alike.'* The SATs, too, paint a dismal picture. In 1995,
black students from families in the top income bracket—$70,000 and up—
were a shade behind whites from families earning less than $10,000 on the
verbal assessment and significantly behind them in math."

Trash the Tests

Many educators, policy makers, and others argue, of course,
that staring at these numbers is a fundamentally misguided way of looking
at the question of black academic achievement. Test scores tell us little,
they say, and should never be used to decide who moves up a grade, attends
summer school, or graduates. Their disparate racial impact “should be
cause for further inquiry and examination,” the U.S. Department of Edu-
cation’s Office of Civil Rights (OCR) contends. In draft guidelines issued
in December 1999, it warned states and local school districts that they must
be prepared to defend their “high stakes” tests in federal court. Low scores
may reflect limited educational opportunities; if so, decisions that rely upon
test performance are “problematic”—that is, discriminatory. Numerical
cut-off scores on a statewide test as a condition of graduation are particu-
larly suspect.'?
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OCR’s views square with those of many who identify themselves as
members of the civil rights community. Christoper Edley Jr. was President
Clinton’s main advisor on race for a number of years; the guidelines, he
said, protect students from “harsh high-stakes sanctions.”” In a resolution
approved on November 19, 1999, the NAACP came out against the use of
SAT and ACT exams for purposes of college admission on the grounds that
they are racially biased and a poor indicator of success in college.* In doing
s0, itignored much evidence that, in fact, the SAT overpredicts black college
grades; black students tend to do worse than their test scores suggest they
should. The tests are indeed biased—in favor of black students.!®

In 1999, the Educational Testing Service, too, took a swipe at the SATs
for which it is ultimately responsible. When kids are from disadvantaged
households—as measured by a host of possible criteria—SAT scores should
be adjusted to reflect the hurdles they must overcome, ETS tentatively
suggested in September 1999. A score of 1,000 should be read as 1,200 if
the student is black, for example, and has thus outperformed the black
average.'® The arguments of both the NAACP and ETS logically apply to
all tests at every grade level. If standardized assessments are biased and
therefore misleading, then grades should be adjusted. On an eighth-grade
math test, a Hispanic’s “B” is really an “A.” Scores are not scores. They are
numbers to be read within a demographic context. And the uniformly high
academic expectations that are integral to standards-based educational
reform are a grave mistake.

That is certainly what Jonathan Kozol, a well-known writer on edu-
cation, believes. The increasingly popular statewide tests, he has declared,
evoke memories of “another social order not so long ago that regimented
all its children . . . to march with pedagogic uniformity, efficiency, and
every competence one can conceive—except for independent will—right
into Poland, Austria, and France, and World War I1.”"” Deborah Meier, the
much-celebrated founder of the Central Park East schools in New York
City, condemns standardized tests as failing to “measure the only important
qualities of a well-educated person.” “Life scores [not math scores] based
on living” should be the educator’s concern, she has written."®* Theodore
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Sizer, former dean of the Harvard Graduate School of Education, is also
opposed to the entire standards-based educational package. “The myriad,
detailed and mandatory state ‘curriculum frameworks,” of whatever schol-
arly brilliance, are attacks on intellectual freedom,” he says. “High stakes
tests arising from these curricula compound the felony.”"

Kozol, Meier, Sizer, and their allies have many fans, including most
members of the faculty at the leading graduate schools of education. U.S.
Senator Paul Wellstone has introduced legislation to ban standardized tests
from being used as the sole criterion for grade promotion and high school
graduation.”® But they seem to be fighting a losing war. Powerful currents
are pushing education in a different direction. Asked in a 1999 poll whether
they had “respect and confidence” in public schools, only 36 percent of
Americans said they had a “great deal/quite a lot of confidence.” A year
earlier 59 percent had listed low academic standards as a “very serious
concern,” with another 29 percent choosing “somewhat serious.” More-
over, polling by the nonpartisan Public Agenda in the winter of 1997-98
revealed that 78 percent of black parents agreed that testing “calls attention
to a problem that needs to be solved.”

Peter Sacks, the suthor of a recent book on testing, dismisses those who
support testing as part of a “conservative backlash advocating advancement
by ‘merit,” but important advocates for black and Hispanic children have
joined the standards crusade.”” Ramon C. Cortines, formerly the interim
superintendent of schools in Los Angeles, recently called the attack on
assessments “insidious racism” on the part of those who “want the status
quo.”” To ignore the information that tests provide, in other words, is to
perpetuate a system that has been historically indifferent to the fate of black
and Hispanic students. The Education Trust is a Washington, D.C., orga-
nization devoted to promoting academic achievement among blacks, His-
panics, and low-income children. “Traditionally, of course, most advocates
for such children have shied away from high standards and high stakes,”
Kati Haycock, the director, has written.?* But she in unequivocal in her
demand for no-nonsense standards with uncompromising consequences
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for those who fail to meet them. “Backing off from testing would just kick
the problem of low student achievement under the rug again,” she has
said.”

Peter Sacks talks about the “stigma of poor performance on mental
tests.”?® But Kati Haycock and those behind the drive for state educational
reform are more fearful of the consequences of letting schools ignore the
racial gap in academic achievement. That fear has prompted New York,
Texas, and California to consider racial and ethnic data in ranking public
schools. In New York, for instance, beginning with 2001, the performance
of black and Hispanic students in each school will be reported, and schools
with a large racial gap in academic performance won’t earn a good grade.
Thus, an affluent suburb in which the average score on the statewide tests
is high will be penalized if that average masks group differences.?”

New York and other states are rejecting the notion of racial double
standards—lower academic expenctations for non-Asian minorities. The
job of educators is to close the racial gap, they say; the tests tell a story that
America ignores at its peril. The scores cannot be fudged with formulas
that adjust for “disadvantage” and suggest that black children cannot keep
up with their Asian peers.

An Unsolved Mystery

Why do so few black students graduate from high school with
strong academic skills? Black poverty, racial segregation, and inadequate
funding for predominantly black schools are standard items on the list of
explanations. None withstands close scrutiny. Income inequality, for in-
stance, appears to play only a very small role in black test performance.
The rise in scores after 1970 came at a time when the poverty rate was not
changing significantly.?® And when that educational progress halted, black
poverty was not on the increase. In fact, Jencks and Phillips conclude,
eliminating black-white income disparities would make almost no differ-
ence in the score of young black children on a basic vocabulary test. (They
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focus exclusively on black-white differences, ignoring the roughly similar
gap between blacks and Asians.)

The huge rise in out-of-wedlock births, precipitating the steep and
steady decline in the proportion of black children growing up with two
parents, might seem important in explaining educational performance of
African American children. Children raised in single-parent families do
less well in school than others, even when all other variables, including
income, are controlled.”” But marriage, per se, appears to make little dif-
ference. “Once we control a mother’s family background, test scores, and
years of schooling,” Jencks and Phillips conclude, “whether she is married
has even less effect on her children’s test scores than whether she is poor.”
Moreover, the disintegration of the black nuclear family, noted by Daniel
Patrick Moynihan as early as 1965, was occurring rapidly in the period in
which black scores were rising.

Do urban schools—which a majority of black youngsters attend—Ilack
the resources needed to educate children properly? Spending on education
has risen dramatically in recent decades, and those new dollars have gone
disproportionately to schools with high concentrations of economically
disadvantaged children.*' Contrary to widespread popular belief, there is
little difference in average expenditures per pupil in central cities and
suburbs.”

Nor does a school’s racial mix matter after the sixth grade; it seems to
affect reading scores only in the early years and math scores not at all.
Scores went up from the early 1970s to the late 1980s when courts were
instituting busing plans, but black students who remained in predomi-
nantly African American schools showed as much improvement as those
attending integrated schools.”> Moreover, the slide in black scores begin-
ning in 1988 does not coincide with increasing racial isolation.**

The number of teachers per student, their credentials, and pay are also
unaffected by the racial identity of the children in a district, Jencks and
Phillips show. Schools that are mostly black, however, have teachers with
lower test scores—in part because black schools have more black teachers,
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they forthrightly acknowledge. In addition, to the extent that schools sub-
stitute “critical thinking” for factual knowledge, those who come to school
from homes that impart very little in the way of academic skills are likely
to be further disadvantaged, a problem that is further compounded when,
in the name of racial sensitivity, little is expected of black children.>* More-
over, disorder in the classroom is a sure recipe for little learning.*

Good Schools Get Good Results

Many will argue, of course, that politicians, state boards of
education, and often the public are asking too much of schools. And solid
scholars like Jencks and Phillips make a strong case that “cognitive dispar-
ities between black and white preschool children are currently so large that
it is hard to imagine how schools alone could eliminate them.” Those skills
will improve when we change the way black parents “deal with their chil-
dren.”” They suggest that social scientists take a close look at: “the way
family members and friends interact with one another and the outside
world”; “how much parents talk to their children, deal with their children’s
questions, how they react when their child learns or fails to learn some-
thing”; “cultural and psychological differences.”**

Pessimism is seductive, but good schools with impressive results scat-
tered across the nation suggest that educational mediocrity is the central
problem. All the students at the KIPP Academy, a South Bronx public
school for grades 5 through 8, are from very low-income black or Hispanic
families. As the school’s literature acknowledges, in the neighborhood in
which these youngsters live “illiteracy, drug abuse, broken homes, gangs,
and juvenile crime” are rampant. But KIPP has the highest reading and
math scores of any middle school in the entire Bronx—despite the fact that
two-thirds arrive in fifth grade unable to read. In math, last year, it ranked
fifth in all of New York. Its daily attendance record of 96 percent is one of
the highest in the whole state.”

KIPP’s success is no mystery. All great schools have fabulous leadership,
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and KIPP is the brainchild of David Levin, the director, who started out as
the partner of Michael Feinberg, running a sister school in Houston. The
school day runs from 7:30 A.M. to 5:00 p.Mm., with four hours of classes on
Saturdays and three weeks of mandatory attendance in the summer. (The
package adds up to 67 percent more time in the classroom than the national
average.) Those who chronically do not finish their homework stay even
later. Teachers are available on a toll-free cell phone number from the
moment they leave the school until they arrive the next morning, and many
receive ten to fifteen calls a night.

KIPP aims both to prepare students for college and to change peer
culture. As the school counselor put it, “We nurture feeling good about
being a nerd; we tell the students, you can play basketball and read books
too.” Levin adds: “We train kids to look at people and talk to them. Every
moment in class, teachers are role models, treating kids with respect. They
dress properly. Everything about the school is designed to teach. I never
walk by a student without saying hello.” He knows the name of every
student, speaks Spanish, and thus can talk directly to Hispanic parents with
limited English.

KIPP parents sign a contract that commits them to getting their kids
to school on time, helping their children to the best of their ability, and so
forth. Parents know how their kids are doing through a system of student
“paychecks” that also reward the students directly. Checks (in KIPP dollars)
are issued weekly on the basis of teacher evaluations in ten specific areas
of performance—including dress. Once a parent has endorsed the check,
it can be redeemed at the school store for books, supplies, and even CDs.

Performance is linked to awards in other ways as well. Students who
get 100 on a test see their names up on the classroom bulletin board.
Students of the month are listed. “You can’t have students feeling good
about nothing,” Levin says. “We make kids feel successful over little things
... writing a complete sentence.”

Not a minute of the KIPP day is wasted. When students arrive in the
morning, they pick up worksheets with problems to solve while teachers
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are correcting homework or are otherwise occupied. If they have five
minutes, they do five minutes of work. Every class is structured, and the
walls are plastered with posters that, for instance, walk students through
the process of writing. (Think about what you want to say, organize your
thoughts, write a draft, revise, proofread.) Other posters go through the
definition of an independent clause and other rules of grammar. At every
grade level, students write and write and write.

The messages the school delivers on its walls and through its teachers
are integral to its success. The guidance counselor talks about the dangerous
culture of the streets. Everywhere there are encouraging signs: “There Are
No Shortcuts”; “No Excuses”; “Be Nice!!! Work Hard!!!”; “All of Us Will
Learn”; and “True Champions Always Work Hard.” Other celebrated
schools tell children they are loved; KIPP says something more important:
self-discipline and civility will get you where you want to go.

The KIPP students I spoke to all described their previous schools as
places to which they would never want to return. As one young boy put it:
“We have a closer relationship with our teachers here. We all get along.
There is no fighting. We learn more. In my other school, the teachers didn’t
care that much.” A girl added: “In my old school . . . there were three fights
every day. Here you would get in trouble for fighting. Why would a college
want someone who doesn’t behave?”

KIPP’s demand that parents sign a contract of cooperation means the
school, to some extent, chooses its students. And that choice is probably
integral to its success. The many parochial schools that have a track record
of success with black and Hispanic children also have students whose
parents want them to be there.*® But most of these same youngsters in a
different educational setting would not be flourishing academically, it
seems safe to say. Schools do make a difference, but they need a minimal
level of parental cooperation. Michael Feinberg at Houston’s KIPP believes
nine out of ten low-income parents in the community with which he works

would sign the contract.*!
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The American Project

“The moral pulse” beats more strongly in America than in
Europe, the great Swedish economist Gunnar Myrdal noted in 1941.#* It
was a theme he often returned to. The country is “continuously struggling
for its soul,” he wrote in his classic 1944 work, An American Dilemma.*

Myrdal did Americans the honor of taking seriously their commitment
to liberty, equality, justice, and fair opportunity. “The Negro problem,” in
his view, was a moral issue over which even ordinary Americans brooded
in their thoughtful moments. It may not have been true then, more than
half a century ago, but it is true now. Myrdal’s was a prescient voice. Today,
most Americans care about racial equality. In a land of plenty, they do not
want African Americans left out—second-class citizens, a deprived nation
within our nation. Racial equality is a moral commitment from which few
dissent.

But until the day on which blacks and whites are equally well educated,
that equality will remain a dream. The good news is that most eyes are now
on K-12 schooling. Can we fix the schools? If KIPP and other such schools
(woefully few in number) provide ground for hope, they also deliver a
sobering message: most public school systems are an obstacle course that
only the most extraordinary principals can negotiate. Closing the racial gap
in academic achievement will require radical educational reform against
which there will be much resistance. But if racial equality is the persistent
American dilemma, it is also the American project. And thus, down a long
road, schools will be forced to change.
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