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unflagging in their enthusiasm and support from the first idea‘for the
study to the final revision of the manuscript. Paul Heckman listened
carefully, asked challenging questions, and always managed t({ protect
the time and place for me to work. Ken Sirotnik not only provided me
with technical help in the design and analysis phases of the study ]?ut
shared with me his profound understanding of the complex substantive
issues that underly methodological decisions as well And, of c‘ourse,
John 1. Goodlad, principal investigator of A Study of Schooling, director
of the Laboratory in School and Community Education, and former deax_l
of the Graduate School of Education at UCLA, created an atmosphere
of trust and intellectual freedom in which all of us could pursue ideas
d explore new direchions.
. F)fnfally. 1 would like to thank my family wbo made hom‘e a friendly
place to work. My daughters, Lisa and Tracy Oakes, were kind enough
to consider what their mother was working on important. My husband,
Martin Lipton, was a wise and gentle counselor. His insightful sugges-
tions for both the substance and the style of this book are reflected
throughout. Of course, as significant as these people’s contributions were,
the responsibility for the views that follow remains with me. -

Looking back, or looking casually fromn the outside in, the events of jun-
iar and serrior high school appear like a complex but well-chereographed
series of much-practiced and often-repeated steps. Each student per-
forms a set routine, nearly if not completely identical to that of his
schoolmates,”Even the stumblings, bumpings, and confusions seem so
predictable and occur with such regularity that chance alone cannot
explain them. Day in and day out, the rhythm continues, the Hght
schedule of slow hours in class interrupted by the huried frenzy of 5 or
77 of g% minutes between—a few noisy moments of juggling textbooks
and notebooks stuffed with worksheets and answers to a string of ques-
Hons at the end of same chapter, minutes of half-finished conversations,
partly made plans—and then the rush to be somewhere else on time. In
class there is the near-silent, almost attentive listening and the seem-
ingly endless talk of teacher: “Get out your books. Yes, I said get out
your books. Now open to page 73 ... 73 . .. 73. Yes, that was page 73.
Yes. Now, if you will take out some paper . . . yes, you'll need a pencil.
No, this won't be handed in, but I'll check it at the end of the period.
Page73. Could you put away your comb, please? Now, on page 73...."
Heads bent over books and answer sheets, students wait for the bell or
for an interruption—a forgotten announcement, a call slip from the of-
fice, a fire dxill, or some other break in the constant, repetitive motion.
And of course there is daydreaming, meditation to the sweep of the
sprinklers outside, sidelong glances at the hint of whiskers growing im-
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perceptibly longer on a nearby adolescent chin, and the wondexing it

" teachers go to hars after school or quiety slip into 2 closet after the last

period and wait until moming,
There is learning, too. It seens as though everyone plows through
geomeiric proofs, Julius Caesar, the cauvses of the Civil War, and the
elements of the scientific method, but not with too much attention until
just before exams. Some of us may even rememnher a handful of mo-
ments—not many, to be sure—when we forgot our adolescent selves
enough to be absozbed in learning until the next hell sent us running o
our lockers to get our smelly gym clothes before we missed the bus. And
somchow things get learned and kids get smarter, test scores get better,
essays get longer, problems get solved, constitutional amendinents and
the three branches of the federal government get memorized, leaves get
iabeled, frogs cut up, and ont and on. .
So it goes, year after year. School counselors, only semivisible most
of the Lime, emerge periodically to sort through the maze of classcs and
students until somehow everyone has a class arranged for every hour for
the fallowing year. And so the dance continues with only slight varia-
tions on the dominant theme of samecness.
Isn't and wasn't it the same for everyone? Yes . .. and no.

This book is about schools and what students experience in them.
More precisely, it is about tweniy-five junior and senior high schools and;
about some of the experiences of 13,719 teenagers who attended thoge
schools. A sameness permeated those experiences. Yet underneath this
cloak of sameness the day-to-day,Jives of these students were quitc dif-
ferent in some very imporlant ways.

This book is about some of these differences in the experiences af
the students and what the differences have to tell us about how secon:
dary schooling operates in American society. Thc schools themselves
were different: some were large, some very small; some n the middle of
cities, some in nearly uninhabited farm country; some in the far West,
the South, the urban North, and the Midwest But the differences in
what students experienced each day in these schools stemmed not so0
much from where they happened to live and which of the schoals they
happened to attend but, rather, from differences within each of the

schools. _

This book is about a schooling phenomenon called fracking and
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how it hath causes and supports differences in the lives of secondary
students. Tracking is the process whereby students are divided into cat-
egories so that they can be assigned in groups to variots kinds of classes.
Sometimes students are classified as fast, averape, orislow learners and
placed into fast, average, or slow classes on the hasis of their scores on
achievemnent or ability tests. Often teachers’ estimates of what students
ha\re alrea_dy learned or their potential for learning mqre determine how
students are identified and placed. Sometimes studénts are classified
according to what seems most appropriate to their foture lives. Some-
times, but rarely in any genuine sense, students themselves choose to
be in “vocational,” “general,” or “academic” programs. In some schools
students are classified and placed separately for eachiacademic subject
they take—fast in math, average in science; in other schools a single
decision determines a student’s program of classes for the entire day,
semester, year, and perhaps even six years of secondary schooling. How-
ever it's done, tracking, in-essence, is sorting—a sorting of students that
has certain predictable chamcteristics.

First, students are identified in a rather public way as to their intel-
lectual capabilifes and accomplishments and separated into a hierar-
chical systemof groups for instruction. Sectnid, these groups are labeled
quite openly and characterized in the minds of teachers and others as
being of a certain type—high ability, low achieving, slow, average, ancl
so on. Clearly these groups are not equally valued in the school; occa-
sional defensive responses and appearances of special privilege—i.e., small
classes, programmed learning, and the like for slower students—rarely
mask the essential fact that they are less preferred. Third, individual
students in these groups come to be defined by others—both adults and

~ their peers—in terms of these group types. In othgr words, a student in

2 high-achieving group is seen as a high-achieving person, bright, smart,
quick, and in the eyes of many, good. And those in the low-achieving
groups come to be called slow, below average, and—aften when people
are being less careful—dummies, sweathogs, or yahoos. Fourth, on the
basis of these sorting decisions, the groupings of students that result,
and the way educators see the students in these groups, tcenagers are
treated by and experience schools very differently.

Many schools claim that they do not brack students, but it is the rare
school that has no mechanism for sorting students into groups that ap-
pear to be alike in ways that inake teaching them seem easier. In fact,
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it can lead us and, more important, our students down a disastrous road
despite our best purposes.

Tracking is one of these taken-for-granted school practices. It is so
much a part of how instruction is organized in secondary schools—and
has been for as long as most of us can remember—that we seldom ques-
tion it. We assume that it is best for students. But we don't very often
look behind this assumption to the evidence and beliefs an which it rests.

I don't mean to imply by this that no one is concerned about group-
ing students. [ think, in fact, that the contrary is true. School people
usually spend a great deal of thought deciding what group students should
be placed in. They want to make sure that placements are appropriate
and fair. And futher, what appear to be incorrect placements are often
brought to the attention of teachers and counselors, usually with a great
deal of concern. Adjustments sometimes need to be made. This is some-
thing we seem to want to be very responsible about. But this very con-
cern over correct and fair placements underscores my point. In some
way, we all kniow that what group or track a student is in makes a very
real difference in his education. So at some level, we know that grouping
is a very serious business. What we don't seem to question very much,
however, is whether the practice of grouping students itself helps us
achieve what we intend in schools. Most of us simply believe, as that
school board member asserted, that it does, .

Several assumptions seem to lend support to this belief. The first is
the notion that students learn better when they are grouped with other
students who are considered to be like them academically—with those
who know about the same things, who leam at the same rate, or who
are expected to have similar futures. This assumption is usually ex-
pressed in two ways: fifst, that bright students’ leaming is likely to be
held back if they are placed in mixed groups and, secéiid, that the defi-
ciencies of slow students are more easily remediated if they are placed

more positive attitudes about themselves and school when they are not
placed in groups with others who are far more capable. It is widely be-

3 }JJ lieved that daily classroom exposure to bripht students has negative con-

sequences for slower ones. A third assumption is that the placement
precesses used to separate students into groups both accurately and fairly
reflect past achievements and native abilities. Part of this assumption
too is that these placement decisions are appropriate for future learning,
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eral, groups of similar students are

Th i
o ert_a- may be other assumptions at work here, but these are the
Dr wses In support of tracking practices I hear most often
ell, what about these assumptions? '

Bec
ause we base so inuch of what we do on them, it seems essential

easier to teach and manage.
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tricts surveyed used achievement and/or IQ tests as a basis for sorting
students.5 Later studies have also found that aptitude and achievement
test scores are a major determinant of track assignments.® Given this
heavy dependence on test scores, it is important to examine carefully
the content, administration, and consequences of testing in relationship
to the issues of fairness and merit. ’
Standardized tests are very useful devices for sorting students into
ability or achjevernent groups. They are constructed to do just that. The
tests are comprised of items that separate people in terms of their re-
sponses. Those items that everyone answers the same way-—either right
or wrong—are eliminated from the tests during their construction. In
other words, the things that everyone is likely to know, or not know, do
not appear on tests. Only those things that some people know and others
do not are there. This makes the results of the tests guite predictable.
Test results, then, make a group of individuals appear to be different on
whatever dimension the test is measuring-—an aptitude, general intelli-
gence, or achievement in a particular subject area Sorting people ac-
cording to their differences in these respects becomes very easy.
What needs to be remembered here is that differences that appear
to be substantial according fotest_gesults may, in 1act, be relatively mi-
nor given the universe of knowledge or skill a test purports 10 TDEIsHTe.
Take a standardized test of seventh- and eighth-grade reading achieve-

ment, for example. In designing such a test, as many as 6o percent of .

the iteins initially considered to be good indicators of reading achieve-
ruzent may have to be eliminated if it turns out—as it often does—that
nearly all the seventh- and eighth-graders in the pilot group can answex
them. Only those itemns are kept that a substantial number of these stu-
dents miss. We have no guarantee that those items that are kept are the
best determinants of reading achievement per se. We know only that
they best separate students along a continuum of low to high scores. We
canmnot even be sure that the content of the test maiches the curricular
objectives of the instruction students may encounter. Moreover, we do
know that this process tends to make tests that are labeled achievement
tests actuallytests of general ablity.

The differences in actual (not measured) reading achievement, then,
may be relatively quite small, And yet we are willing to judge a student’s
level of achievement and, consei]uen tly, determine the kind of education
he or she is provided on the basis of these test scores. Part of this will-
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ingness can be understood when we consider the self-fulfilling prophccy
of the normal curve. No matter what, half of the population is below the
meafl, below average. We really need to rethink whether this way of
lut?klng at human learning potential squares with recent and mountng
evidence that, under appropriate instructional conditions, more than Qo
I:Tercent of students can master course material.? Nevertheless, we con-
tinue to interpret large test-score differences to mean large abs.olute dif-
ferences which demand large educational differences. And usually this
happens without our being very much aware of the process that has
taken place. We need, 1 think, to question seriously whether these rela-

tive differences are appropriate criteria for separaling students for in-
struction.?

A second issueisthe faimess of tests. Are scores in fact based solely
i'E)n meritocratic facters—achievernent and aptitude—or are they based
in part on students’ race, social class, or economic position? One way to
ansvfrer this question is to look at the issues of test content and test
administration. Many researchers who have done so have concluded that

both the substance of most standardi & procedures used
to standardize and administer them are culturally biased. Thai3s, white

mi ildren are most likelv to
compatibility of their languape and e i i d
content of test gquest ith_the gron ich the tests were

nugned, with tegh - adults doing the
testing. Lower.class and minority youngsters are less likely.to do_weil
because of thei Eape erience-diffors >

velop “culture-fair” tests and testing pr . e a ) sc—

cessful®

cessiu,

. Tl:le consequences of testing, however, constitute the most damm-
ing evidence against the fairness of tests. Poor and minority students
c?nsisten tly score lower than do whites. This result assumes special sig-
r{J.ﬁcance when considering tests that attempt to measure innate abjli-
ties or what we sometimes call native intelligence. We could judge such
te?ts as fair only if poor and minority youngsters were less capable than
middle- and upper-middle-class whites. And despite some claims of a
small group of researchers about a relationship between race and 1Q. we
simply do not have evidence that such a relationship exists.!® What’ we
c:tfn be quite sure of, in fact, is that the ability to learn is normally dis-
tributed among and within social groups. This is exactly the position the

on
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considerations to the way instruction is nusually conducted, I would have
to agree. But I hope that by the end of this book you will be convinced
of two things: Firgt, there may be some ways of conducting instruction
that make working with heterogeneous groups manageable. I cannot
suggest anything quite as easy as working only with the top kids, but I
think there are some instructional strategies that make heterogeneity in
a classroom a positive instructional resource. Further, I hope to convince
you that even if tracking students so that teachers can work with ho-
ImMOgeneocus groups is easier, it is not worth the educatonal and social
price we pay for it.

The Gulf Between

We have seen some fairly convincing evidence that tracking students
does not accomplish what school people mtend. We have also critically
examined the assumptions on which tracking is based that support these
good intentions. Careful analysis calls these assumptions into serious
question. At the very least, we would be foolish to continue to hold these
assumptons and base our practices on-them as if they were comimon
sense. Reflection on these matters is in order and in fact long overdue.

What we have seen, in essence, is that there exists a substantial
gulf between intentions and effects in the matter of tracking students in
schools, Some of what comprises that gulf is explored in the remainder
of this book. We will look carefully at the actual experiences students
have in classes at different track levels in a group of American jumior
and senior high schools, We will survey what content and skills they are
taught, what instructional procedures thair teachers use, and what their
classroorn relationships are like. We will consider hew they feel about
themselves, their classes, the subjects they are studying, their schools,
and their own educational futures. We will also consider the implica-
tions of this for questions of educational quality and equality for all
American secondary schocl students. And we will look at some different
ways of schooling, which include approaches to incorporating and ac-
commodating imndividual differences in classrooms, We will consider some
ways that might help us do better. But first we will consider how all this
got started in Armnerican schooling—the historical events that gave rise
to tracking and the explanations theorists give of these events.

St TemTe M AT ST e O T T R SAR e = Ty
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Unlocking the Tradition

Well, you may ask, if tracking is as bad as the evidence seems to indj-
cate, why do we continue to do it? One reason takes us back to the
discussion in chapter 1 about the power of tradition in the decisions
schools make about how to organize and conduct the business of teach-
ing and leamning. Tracking, as we noted. lj

ices in schools,

. emerged as a solution {0 a specific set of educational and sgci

_at a particular time in history And, like many such “solutions,” it has

becorne part of what is considered to be the ordinary way to conduct
schooling. As a result, the practice has coutinued long after the original
prablems arose and long after the social context from which the solution
emerged has changed considerably. In short, the practice of tracking
has become traditional.

We need to lift tracking above this taken-for-granted level in order
to reflect critically about whether it is appropriate, given today’s educa-
tional problems, today's social context, and teday’s students—in short,
we need to undock the tradidon. By placing tracking in its historical and
social context, we ca itlis. This information
too, is essential for a careful censideration of whether it is somethin E we:
want o continue. .

We have to go back about one hundred years to trace the develop-
ment of ability grouping and tracking in American schools. Before 1 B6o,
free puhlic slemenrary schools were established in only a smnall portion
of the couniry, principally in the more prosperous areas of New En gland
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that student satisfaction is likely to be higher jn_cﬁiﬁﬁgﬁmﬁ_ﬂhgr_@_s_tg—
dents are more involved, where students acti i i
of Telatonships are positivg, Further, there
is some indication thaf In ciasses with less friction and student apathy
interest in the subject area is increaged.® We will look in depth at stu-
dent attitudes such as these in chapter 7. At that point, we will be able
to suggest some relationships between classroom environments and stu-
dent outcomes in the affective area from the data collected about our
twenty-five schools. Generally, however, the evidence we have from other
work that has been done suggests most strongly that “satisfying human
relationships tend to facilitate personal growth and developmnent. . ..
Objective behavioral and performance effects seein to depend on a com-
bination of warm and supportive relationships, an emphasis on specific
directions of personal growth, and a reasonably clear, orderly and well-
structured milieu."?

There is another type-of studentautcome that has been speculated
ahout but not thoroughly investigated in re]aw
o the classroor t Th]s o socialization of stu-
dents for participatio the larger society. To explore this

agpect further we need to turn for a moment to a much discussed inter-
pretation of the function of schooling in relation to the preservation of
the stnucture of economic and social life in the United States.

In 1976, two palitical economists, Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gin-
tis, published an explosive book, Schooling in Capitalist America, which
put forth a radical eriticism of the U.S. education system.? A key part of
this eritique was a hypothesis about how the sorting and selecton among
students that go on in schoeols in this country and the differences that
students experience in the kinds of educational environments that result
can be divectly linked to the preservation of the social, economic, and
political inequality that exdsts in our society.

In their analysis of schools as agents in the repreduction of the in-
equalijtes in the American economic system, Bowles and Gintis focus a
major part of their dicussion on the school's reinforcement of the social-
class differences children bring with them to school and on the different
kinds of socialization children from various social classes receive there.
An essental element in their perspective of scheoling is that groups of
students, sorted (as we have seen) largely on race and class differences,
receive different trearments that result in differences not only in aca-
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demic putcomes but in nonacademic cutcomes as well. In fact, to Bowles
and Gintis, even more important than the differences expected in the
type and quantity of knowledge acquired by students in various educa-
tional settings are the differences expected in siudents’ attitudes toward
institutional structures, toward themselves, and toward their anticipated

roles in adult society. In ot i i dents for their Jj
dents feel abo

. __hﬂﬂls,.andAuh.u.:ho-)man-expech_:hs.&.m:e_ Also important, not aJJ

students can feel that they are competent, that they have unlimited po-
tendal, and that they can play a leadership role in the institutions they
encounter. Some students must come to feel in quite the opposite way.
These differences in attitudes, Bowles and Gintis believe, make possible
the continuance of a social and economie system in this country that is
characterized by unequal and undemocratic stuctures which go largely
unguestioned.

By socializing children differently, largely reinforcing the values and
personality characteristics o i of their families, schoals,
Bo e students to meet the demnands of the

occupations: assuing withi isti =

ture. Lower-class students are expected to assume lower-class j

social positions as adults Middle- and upper;clasﬁ_ghi]dmmam_h‘_lggg\dse

imitating the sorial relationships in various work settings, produce difs
ferent kinds of future workers by_fragmennng qtudpnrc into_siratified
ups_w rs that are a

riate for diff rk envircnments are rewarded. These school and
classroom relationships serve to ailor the self-concepts, aspirations, and
social class identifications of individuals to the requirements of the social
division of labor."!® Thus, they claim, the educational system turns lower-
class children into ] e workers will be_subordi-

nate to external co i institytions but willing
to conform to the needs of the work place, to a Jarge extent because of

the_w_gz__th_g_ were_treated in_school. Additicnally, Bowles and Gintis
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In such a home, even a comfortably appointed room with its own tele-
vision set would not indicate full acceptance and equality of family
membership. How similar to the ungracious reception given to low—t::'icked
students! Fortunately, in Frost'’s poem, Mary counters Warren's be.—
grudging sense of obligaton with her own more generous and unmeri-

tocratic view:

1 should have called it -
Something you somehow haven't to deserve.

Can the right to equal education be really seen in any other way?

did the students in cur twenty-five secondary schools feel about
fexperiences we have been describing? Were students in the top track
apecially pleased, or even smug, about the obviously prelerential treat-
gent they received? Were those at the bottom outraged at what seems
0 obvious—that they were getting so much less than others? Could
oy ot have known? Could they not have cared? Is it possible that they
301 ght they were getting just about what they deserved?
e have scrutinized the differences in the schooling experiences
én those students identified as the most able and those identified
Jio-least. But the answers to the questions posed above are crucial to
L &s we have been considering throughout this book. How stu-
£.felt aboat what they expedenced can give us valuzble insipht about
“personal effects of the differences in the day-to-day classroom
at we found. How students feel about themselves and their
erience is likely to direct haw_they conduct themselves n
[1E 10
ding the answers to these questians is not easy in a study like
collected our data from thousands of students at only one point
t that time we did have some hunches about how Irack levels
hools might be different from one another, but we could not
Yesthe exact nature or extent of the differences we would find.
. we could not have asked our students specifically how
phenomena we were not even sure existed. And, of course,
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