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FOREWORD

Persistent inequality has been a major theme of research and theory since the second
great wave of educational expansion began in the early decades after the Second
World War. ‘Secondary Education for All’ describes this expansion which built on
systems of compulsory elementary education dating from the last decades of the
nineteenth-century. Attempts to extend compulsory schooling reach back to this
period, for example, through the creation of higher elementary schools, vocational
schools, and more open merit-based access to academic secondary schools. In some
contexts, above all the United States, a general system of high schools was
established at a relatively early time (Trow 1979). However, in many other settings,
the creation of mass secondary schooling involved sustained political conflict
through much of the post Second World War period. The growth of theories of
educational inequality, while rich in antecedents, dates from this great period of
expansion. Once the whole of the population came within the policy scope of
secondary education, major issues of social access and outcomes emerged, forming
a theoretical terrain involving a wide range of theoretical and empirical approaches
(for a review, see Karabel and Halsey 1979).

Conflict surrounding the growth of mass secondary schooling has often been
interpreted along the lines proposed by Max Weber, as essentially a struggle over a
status good (Weber 1970: 240-244). While this approach has yielded many valuable
studies (Ringer 1979, 1992; Collins 1979; Miiller, Ringer, and Simon, 1987), rising
aspirations and social resistance to growth clearly need to be seen in the context of
economic change and the strategies of “reconversion” which this imposes (Bourdieu
1979). Weber himself stressed that the bureaucratic transformation of both
government and business enterprise under modern capitalism intensified the demand
for specialised training, sanctioned by qualifications (Weber 1965: 340-341; 1970:
243). But it was only after the Second World War that the directions of industry
change would generalise population dependence on formal qualifications and
establish an economic framework in which ‘status conflict’ would reach all sections
of civil society. Families that had once been largely excluded from secondary
education now needed to keep their children at school — publicly signified by a
rising statutory leaving age — while those families who had traditionally made
extended use of school now had to ensure that all of their children did so and, above
all, competed successfully in academic terms (Teese and Polesel 2003). Generalised
status conflict over education, based on economic transformation, is the historical
source of much of the theory of educational inequality.

The trend to mass higher education in many advanced nations has entrenched
this conflict. For access to quality sectors within higher education depends on
successful use of secondary education, which in turn hinges on strategic mastery of
different ‘pathways’ or ‘streams’ as well as competitive performance within these.
While, therefore, status conflict has migrated upwards to higher levels of education,
this has also tended to intensify pressures within secondary education itself.

These pressures are towards both greater equity and greater quality. If, for much
of the period of post-war growth, equity was seen to be served by differentiating
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XX FOREWORD

provision — creation of new and often low-prestige streams — in recent decades the
focus has increasingly shifted to quality in opportunities and in achievement within
programs. Demand for higher general standards of achievement for all groups
represents a rejection of ‘containment’ policies which have sought to displace
aspirations into lower status streams (e.g., vocational school-based programs or
employment-based alternatives).

The focus on quality as a condition for real equity has, in turn, fuelled the
demand for a greater theoretical understanding of the origins of inequality. If mass
secondary education has been the historical arena in which social theories of
inequality have flourished, the drive for equity based on quality has greatly enlarged
the arena to include primary and pre-school education, on the one hand, and tertiary
education, on the other.

The search for quality has been driven, not only by concerns for fairness and
social justice, but by the social costs represented by the great investment in
education that mass participation in education beyond compulsory levels requires.
Issues of costs and benefits, of efficiency and effectiveness, have exposed both the
outcomes and the processes of education to an unprecedented level of scrutiny, and
have contributed to creating a context in which the theorisation of inequality
becomes critical, not only from a sociological, but an economics standpoint as well.

The convergence of these concerns can be seen as much in developing nations as
in advanced economies which, often enough, dictate how concerns are framed
throughout the world. Rich nations, which have failed to eliminate poverty within
their own boundaries, believe they can remove it at least within post-colonial
boundaries. The very extremes of social inequalities which bedevil the developing
world have handed western theorists a licence to laboratory-test policy solutions to
educational quality which political conditions at home do not favour.

Integration in a global economy exposes developing countries, not simply to
ideological pressures communicated through funding agencies, but to the social
pressures for competitive advantage which bedevil the developed world. Economic
growth may skew public funding to levels of education which are beyond the reach
of most of the population, whose needs for high-quality basic education continue to
be ignored. At the same time, little progress is made in extending opportunities for
secondary education. The social strata who benefit from growth exercise the
political influence which delivers subsidies to schools that only they can access. It
is not simply that the forms of inequality typical of the developed world can be seen
as it were, in nuce, in the developed world. Rather globalisation exports to the poor
world the structures and the outlooks which reproduce inequality in the rich world.
If the theorisation of educational inequality is to be more than a manifestation of
intellectual wealth in the rich world, it has to expose not only the barriers to equity
in that world, but how these barriers are also erected in the developing world and
indeed imposed on that world as the very tools of its economic and social
development.
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This book contains a series of studies on inequality in education in a range of
different national settings. There are also comparative international studies. The
aim of the first volume is to bring together research papers which provide an
overview of trends or which offer a synthesis of findings. These papers cover both
the developed and the developing world — the United States, Latin America as a
whole, England, India, the countries of sub-Saharan Africa, and the countries of the
European Union. How rich countries can fail their poorest indigenous communities
is the theme of Helme’s chapter on Aboriginal education in Australia.

After decades of educational growth, to what extent has equality been achieved?
To the extent that inequality has persisted despite growth, how can this be
explained? The answers to these questions differ, of course, according to the
national setting and the degree of national economic development. But there are
also striking commonalities in historical experience. These commonalities are
discussed in the first chapter which endeavours to draw together findings from the
developed world to provide a synthesis.

The diagnosis for developing countries is, if anything, more risky than
generalisations about developed nations. For there is great variability in settings,
including within continents. While participation in post-compulsory education is
generally much lower, there are also major problems in compulsory schooling,
particularly in lower secondary years. Low rates of attendance reflect a combination
of poor or inaccessible provision, under-investment in teachers, parental doubts
about the value of prolonged schooling, direct and indirect costs shouldered by
families, and frequently poor facilities. Historical patterns of public investment in
some cases display a marked ‘elite bias’ (as in India), with the result that the most
well-resourced levels of education also tend to be the least accessible, a
phenomenon by no means foreign to economically advanced nations.

But developing countries also display processes of inequality which show all the
signs of cultural borrowing, were it not fairly clear that policies have often been
‘loaned’ through international funding agencies. This applies to the emphasis on
privatisation and decentralised and devolved school administration. Comparative
studies on the relationship between education and growth suggest that education
may be a source of increasing inequality. For income growth is unequally
distributed and finances participation in expensive and relatively inaccessible levels
of education, beginning with secondary school. Latin America is a case in point
(Cornia 2005: 11). The population is actually divided by educational development.
The vehicles for this are not simply the higher incomes of a minority, enabling them
to exploit pre-existing advantages of urban location and family culture. They
include ‘elite preparatory’ establishments which have acquired a new lease of life —
private (including confessional) schools and universities, mediocre in the past, but
turned into engines of academic competition to assist newer mobile middle classes
as well as traditional clients, not only to distance their children from the poor of their
own countries, but to remove their children to wealthier countries.

Poverty, unrelieved by effective policies in health, employment, housing and
transport, limits the mass of the population to schools whose effectiveness in relative
terms has become the focus of international aid programs. These stress school
autonomy, improved management and accountability, and re-skilling of the teaching
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force — all derived from the mantra of the west — while on the other hand
structural adjustment programs (SAPs) reduce public investment and limit the
capacity of government to tackle poverty, its causes and its effects.

The studies in Volume Two extend the theoretical concerns with social
inequality in education to a range of other national contexts and across different
levels of education or with a focus on particular groups. For example, Ball and
Vincent explore differences in middle class family preferences for infant school in
London, while Smolentseva examines the sources of social inequality in higher
education in post-Soviet Russia. Region is a major dimension in the stratification of
educational opportunity in China, and Lamb and Guo provide an in-depth view of
how inequality operates in one of the most populous provinces. Mickelson
demonstrates how expanding opportunities through racial desegregation in
American high schools has been countered and frustrated by racial segregation
through tracking within schools. Gender differences in education are viewed from
different empirical and theoretical angles in a series of papers, including several on
England. These provide detailed national treatments of the issue of gender, in some
cases focussing on a ‘high stakes’ area of the curriculum such as mathematics and
sciences (as in the van Langen and Dekkers’ study of the Netherlands), in other cases
working more broadly on opportunities and outcomes across the curriculum.

Volume Three brings together a series of studies which examine the impact of
public policy on social inequalities in education. How well do the environments
created by policy work from the perspective of the gaps in opportunities and
outcomes between groups? How successful have policies of ‘marketisation’ been,
including in different national contexts? Papers by Lamb (Australia), Croxford and
Raffe (United Kingdom), and Hsieh and Urquiola (Chile) offer empirical
investigations of policies, all of which have been based on the argument that both
quality and equity can be advanced by ‘liberating the market’. Beyond school
education, Goldrick-Rab investigates whether in the United States very high
participation rates in higher education are matched by greater equity or by sharp
differentiation in quality and outcomes? More broadly, the last volume reflects on
policy experience in the domain of equity, including several retrospective pieces
(Driessen and Dekkers for the Netherlands, Thomson for Australia) and a study by
Dubet and Duru which, while recognising inherent tensions in the concepts of equity
and merit, argues for a stress on the needs of the most disadvantaged groups. This
emphasis takes us back to the Coleman report (1966) — which, in effect, made the
test of an education system the outcomes of the poorest groups. A final chapter by
Teese and Lamb explores in broad outline the scope for policy intervention arising
from the analyses of educational inequality presented in this book.
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1 Time and Space in the Reproduction of
Educational Inequality

Richard Teese

INTRODUCTION

It is characteristic of the richer nations of the world that after half a century of heavy
investment in education there should still be very marked social inequalities in
opportunities and outcomes (UNICEF 2002). The intense activity that accompanied
post Second World War reconstruction and sustained economic growth up to the
mid-1970s created expansive structures in many European countries. These would
support prolonged schooling and wide use of tertiary education long after growth
had faltered and unemployment had returned as a constant source of uncertainty.
Once fuelled by rising incomes and rising aspirations, participation in post-
compulsory education and training continued to increase in the last decades of the
twentieth-century. The aim was to build a ‘new economy’ of high technology,
sophisticated services and high productivity to exploit the emerging global
environment. But studies of trends in social inequality covering much of the post-
war period show remarkable stability and a seeming imperviousness to the policy
effort to drive up participation and boost quality and equity (Blossfeld and Shavit
1993; Gamoran 2001; Gamoran and Long *2007)."

Why have rich nations been so poorly rewarded in their efforts to translate mass
participation into social equality? We will argue that while rich nations have indeed
invested heavily in education, they have not dismantled the structural barriers which
block greater equity in access and outcomes. This is despite the fact that economic
dependence on successful schooling has become generalised, making equity more,
not less important. Moreover, social resistance to reform has grown and frequently
been supported by governments, enabling education systems to be used as structures
of relative advantage rather than as structures of equity. In short public commitment
has been conditional and ambivalent. Governments have encouraged greater overall
participation, but not necessarily the qualitative changes needed to reduce major
gaps in achievement and opportunity. They have kept structures of social
differentiation in place and have encouraged, if not financed the efforts of socially
more advantaged families to maintain an edge. At the same time, private spending
has risen to finance the pursuit of advantage and to exploit the socially

1 Citations preceded by an asterisk (*) refer to chapters published in this book. Details are
listed in the references section.

R. Teese, S. Lamb and M. Duru-Bellat (eds.), International Studies in Educational Inequality,
Theory and Policy Volume 1: Educational Inequality: Persistence and Change, 1-21.
© 2007 Springer.
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discriminating structures of school systems, curriculum, and tertiary pathways
maintained by government.

National and comparative international studies show a consistent pattern across
rich nations in which macro-economic pressures towards educational growth are
countered by hierarchical institutional arrangements, the institutionalisation of
conservative academic values, socio-spatial structures which control the distribution
of financial, cultural and pedagogical resources ‘on the ground’, and family
strategies which target both institutional and geographical hierarchies to secure
competitive advantages through education.

FAMILY BACKGROUND AND INEQUALITIES IN PRIMARY EDUCATION

Social inequalities in achievement are manifest from the earliest years of school and
indeed from the earliest years of childhood itself (Duru-Bellat *2007). The most
seminal work in social theory has focussed on how home advantages of education
are communicated during these formative years through an emphasis on early
speech development, verbalisation, cognitive stimulation through structured play,
quality interaction with parents, and continuous attention to health issues (nutrition,
signs of illness, supervision of needs, physical activity, medical support).

Social differences in speech development have received the most theoretical
attention, especially through the work of Bernstein (1973). If the formalisation of
speech patterns in a system of codes has been contested, the concept of a
fundamental difference in orientation to the use of language has been a lasting
legacy of Bernstein’s research. The relative importance of speech as one tool of
communication, how speech should be used in terms of intended effects, the
qualities of the speech that a child does use, and the impact on self-concept and
cognitive growth of using a particular style of speech figure prominently in theories
of differential attainment in school, most notably in the work of Bourdieu (Bourdieu
and Passeron 1970; Bourdieu, Passeron and de Saint Martin 1994).

Personal differentiation through a formal style of speech rewards the middle-
class child with an expanded repertoire of skills — ensuring more success on school
tasks, more teacher attention, and more satisfaction — but at the same time aligns
the child’s training at home with the formal emphasis on language mastery in
school. Language is made an explicit object of study (Karpova 1977: 5; Lahire 2000:
133-134). Speech has to be produced as if it were writing, thus cultivating the
impersonal subjectivity of the adult through explicit reflection on the structure of
language (Bernstein and Henderson 1973: 40; Bourdieu and Passeron 1977: 117-
118).

If Bernstein saw this as the growth of the rational subject acquiring universal
meanings, Bourdieu’s research on the language of university teachers and students
pointed to a culture of personal distinction, based on academic values —
management of literary form and convention, display of erudition, correctness in
construction, stylistic variation, masking of meaning, subtlety, and mastery of an
authoritative perspective or voice (Bourdieu, Passeron and de Saint Martin 1994). It
was an ethos of distinction — a particular outlook of mind or Aabitus that makes a
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child ‘special’ (above all, precocious) — that drove more advantaged parents in their
child-rearing behaviour, not only in language, but in leisure habits, homework,
choice of friends, choice of school, and in values and aspirations (for a discussion of
how upper middle-class children accumulate both “diffuse” and “explicit” support
from their families, see Bourdieu 1989: 34-36).

Research focussed directly on childhood itself and on social differences in child-
rearing — rather than on the manifestations of these differences at a much later point
in school careers — has tended to confirm this picture. Studying the daily lives of
children, Annette Lareau shows how upper middle-class parents are much better
positioned than working-class parents to address the demands of school. They
understand the “diagnostic and instructional language” of teachers and the classroom
learning tasks set for children, they are able to manage the needs of low achievers,
they are self-confident, and network with other well-educated people, including
professionals (Lareau 2000: 171-180). Besides this “competence” in their dealings
with school and with educational needs, they enjoy high social status — at least
equal to that of teachers — and are confident in their relationships with teachers,
including the legitimate role they have in intervening in school and classroom
issues. Upper middle-class parents have high incomes and substantial material
possessions, their working lives train them in personal and communication skills as
well as enriching their knowledge and reinforcing their aspirations and expectations,
and their social networks are major conduits of information and moral and practical
support.

Differences in child-rearing behaviour suggest a contrastive pattern in which
middle-class parents engage in a “concerted cultivation” of their children, involving
planned and supervised activities which emphasise cognitive and social growth.
Home life exhibits a “relentless focus on reasoning and negotiation”. Working-class
parents, on the other hand, adopt an approach which Lareau terms the
“accomplishment of natural growth” (Lareau 2003: 238-239). More emphasis is
placed on spontaneity and freedom and on the integrity of the world of childhood as
a domain which should not be rationalised and engineered, where children are left
more to themselves, and are regarded more completely as children, the boundaries
between them and adults being more firmly drawn.

It is the mobilisation or “activation” of cultural capital (Lareau 2000: 180) which
underlies the earliest manifestations of social inequalities in achievement. This
includes earlier and more sustained use of pre-school and different expectations
regarding quality of childcare and kindergarten (see Ball and Vincent *2007). It also
involves more confident and continuous intervention during primary school,
beginning with the choice of school itself. Able to marshall more resources, middle-
class parents are also more oriented to a differentiation of their children as achievers
and more disposed to see in them the “precociousness” (or “giftedness™) that has
grown up as an ideology, resting on bureaucratised schooling and its age-for-grade
normative comparisons (Bourdieu 1989: 35). Educated parents create a distance in
learning, aptitude and disposition between their children and those from other
families, using either the same neighbourhood school environment or more
segregated settings.
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As a system, primary schooling fails to prevent initial gaps in achievement from
widening still further through the impact of “concerted cultivation™, on the one hand,
and on the other hand the relative weakness of “natural growth” as a strategy for
engaging with school. However, as will be seen further below, the widening gap can
occur because the primary school system itself is composed of multiple, unequal
sites. Through the influence of urban residential differences or rural isolation and
impoverishment, this unequal system gives full rein to family strategies for
advancement as well as family weaknesses in child-rearing and institutional
connectedness.

LOWER SECONDARY EDUCATION

Children entering a subject-centred world

If, in primary school, children generally attend the same class and have the same
teacher for all areas of their program at a particular year-level, in junior secondary
school, they encounter specialist teachers in different subjects, even while following
a generally common program. This leads to a fragmentation of the perspective
within which a child is viewed and also potentially of how well a child’s overall
progress and needs are monitored. The child is exposed to differential assessment
from the different angles represented by discrete fields of knowledge. The rotating
focus of different school subjects, each with its own requirements and cognitive
emphasis, intensifies the scrutiny to which the child is subject, while inhibiting the
possibilities of intervention based on a global view. In effect, there are more points
at which a child can experience failure. Moreover, the points at which low
achievement does occur are now considered in terms of fitness for the specialised
academic work to come in upper secondary education. Achievement is seen against
the background of potentialities in the curriculum--the various programs, streams or
tracks which eventually separate students. The prospective assessment of children
— weighing up their likely success in different subjects at higher levels — is also a
ranking against a hierarchy within the curriculum. For subjects are not ‘different, but
equal’, and performance in some subjects (such as mathematics) is typically
considered more important than performance in others.

Relative achievement in different subject areas in lower secondary education is
more acutely viewed, the more the curriculum in upper secondary school is
differentiated into streams or programs with known differences in outcomes as well
as in prestige or reputation. Junior high school has to bear the weight of this
hierarchical structure. Where the majority of children progress to the different
locations in this structure, immense backward pressure is placed on the compulsory
years of lower secondary education.

In effect, these become a battleground of social positioning, on the one hand, and
academic positioning, on the other. The most well-educated parents seek to secure
educational advantages during this stage in the form of subject options, ability-
streamed classes, and socially-segregated schools. Their interventions in their
children’s scholastic progress and learning at home are more intense and continue a
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pattern established from early childhood (Lareau 2000, 2003). Teachers, for their
part, have less room to move in dealing with individual differences of aptitude and
motivation. They are conscious of the more specialised and intensive cognitive
demands that will be placed on young people as they enter upper secondary
education, and on the other hand find a more or less large range in the level of
academic preparedness of children beginning lower secondary education. Teachers
at this level are caught between the failure of primary school to eliminate social
differences in achievement, on the one hand, and on the other hand the demands of
upper secondary education for students to be effectively oriented and prepared for
academically differentiated programs. With pressures from below (range of student
achievement) and pressures from above (hierarchy of program demands), junior
high school threatens to become a trap, depending on geographical location. It is not
surprising that in nations with very hierarchical structures of upper secondary
education and high reliance on qualifications, this intermediate level of schooling
should be the site of the most acute interest and anxiety.

But in other countries with less complex structures of upper secondary
education, the junior years of secondary education also tend to be marked by
widening achievement gaps, student disengagement, teacher malaise, and drop-out.
Spain is an example of a late-reforming country with a common program of
compulsory secondary education. It is this phase of schooling which has proved
most difficult to democratise. Every fourth child fails the program (Calero *2007).
This does not happen through national or regional school leaving examinations, but
through teacher-based assessment at the level of the individual school. In other
words, it is a cultural process rather than a bureaucratically-engineered outcome. But
on the other hand it is a process conditioned by a bureaucratic structure, the
curriculum of the Bachillerato (academic upper secondary education) and the rules
of progression which deny access for low achievers even to intermediate vocational
studies in senior high school.

Calero compares this structure to a “bottleneck”. Bachillerato programs pre-
dispose teachers in the junior secondary years to discrimination and selection. For
although this intermediate phase of schooling has its own objectives and is intended
to be socially inclusive, it is also preparatory and is delivered in schools in which
senior academic programs dominate perspectives and monopolise prestige. The
teachers themselves are the products of this system (Bourdieu 1966: 337) and they
owe their status to their subject-expertise. Hierarchy of programs again supplies the
framework within which a cultural process of selection, based on academic
judgement and student discouragement, is free to operate. The high failure rate in
compulsory secondary education protects academic programs from new populations
who, for good measure, are also stopped from diluting the standard of vocational
programs, if basic learning objectives have not been met.

But there is another cultural process at work here as well. This is student self-
selection. Students from rural and working-class backgrounds may see little
relevance in post-compulsory education if the programs remain conservatively
academic and oriented to university education, especially when doubts exist about
the economic gain from a university degree. If economic doubts also surround
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school-based vocational training (as an alternative to academic studies), the
incentives for committed study during the junior secondary years will also be
weaker on top of the damage caused by low prestige. Thus curriculum structure
operates both through teacher behaviour and student behaviour to differentiate
individuals. It offers not only a set of opportunities of uneven value on objective
indicators (such as access to good jobs), but a social code of interpretation which
enables teachers to judge students, and students to judge themselves.

CURRICULUM AS A SOURCE OF COGNITIVE AND CULTURAL DEMANDS
ON STUDENTS

The importance of curriculum stream as a vehicle of social selection has been
highlighted in one of the most influential works in the social theory of education,
Reproduction, by Bourdieu and Passeron. In a passage too frequently overlooked by
writers who emphasise the cultural capital and ethos of students in determining
selection, Bourdieu and Passeron argue that social disadvantage in education is
“mainly relayed by stream guidance and placement (orientations scolaires)
(Bourdieu and Passeron 1970: 106). In a complex chart, the authors map the
processes of differential social selection through the hierarchical curriculum of the
French education system (Bourdieu and Passeron 1977: 87, 254; see also, on the
multiplier effect of academic stream, Bourdieu and Passeron 1964: 26).

Each subject in a curriculum can be viewed as embodying a set of demands on
students or as requiring a set of behaviours (Bourdieu 1970: 91; 1973: 494; 1989:
ch.2). Demands on what a student is expected to learn can be quite specific — e.g.,
“Set up and solve systems of simultaneous linear equations up to four unknowns”
(VCAA 2005a: 68) — or much more diffuse, e.g., “Identify and comment on the
significance of events and structural aspects of the texts [as studied in literature]”
(VCAA 2005b: 13). Analysis of the reflections of examiners on student papers
suggests that besides the specialist cognitive demands made by school subjects,
there are generic cognitive demands which school subjects impose on students
through specific subject-matter (see Teese, 2000).

The high-end subjects of the academic curriculum typically have rich theoretical
content. They demand attention to principles, laws, social or historical processes,
mathematical, statistical and grammatical ideas, and require abstraction from content
to concept. Whether in sciences, mathematics or the humanities, the emphasis is on
identifying and understanding relationships, detecting and interpreting patterns,
reasoning logically, justifying arguments and conclusions. Students must master the
academic conventions and rules governing behaviour in a subject, and in the first
place accept a subject on its own terms, without requiring relevance or real-world
meaning or application.

Intellectual training through school subjects imposes cultural demands on
students’ language mastery and depends on acceptance of the ‘rules of the game’ (in
the absence of clear purpose or meaning). It also requires confidence in learning,
pride in achievement, a desire for distinction through achievement and the capacity
to concentrate for long periods of time, to memorise masses of detail, and to marshal
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learning from different points in a pedagogical sequence (or from different branches
of study).

It is because the more academic subjects make these generic cognitive and
cultural demands that they supply the basis for exercising social advantages, given
the uneven distribution of cultural capital, educational know-how and emphasis in
child-rearing practices in a stratified society. And it is for this reason that educated
middle-class parents demand ‘hard’, not ‘soft’ subjects for their children. For these
subjects exploit the educational investment continually made by parents and provide
the greatest potential for academic discrimination.

Schools serving these parents have the same point of view. When examination
results for the General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE) were released in
2005, showing that 57 per cent of all papers submitted by pupils in independent
schools received top grades, the general secretary of the Independent Schools
Council responded that his sector had “concerns about the usefulness of some
coursework” and the GCSEs’ “capacity to stretch pupils at all levels of ability”
(emphasis edded) (The Independent, 3 September 2005). The role of school subjects
is to open and continuously extend the academic distance between pupils by
maximising demands on the brightest. Curriculum structure provides the framework
for ordering the cognitive demands on students into a hierarchy of programs or
subjects which, by excluding no group, ensures that all can be ranked in strictly
meritorious terms.

SOCIAL SELECTION THROUGH THE UPPER SECONDARY CURRICULUM

Duru-Bellat (*2007) observes that the children of tertiary-educated professionals
and senior managers are ten times more likely than the children of unskilled manual
and service workers to enter the prestigious ‘S’ science stream of the French
baccalaureat. The academic hierarchy of streams or sections provides a frame of
reference within which the potential of every child is assessed and it also operates as
a target structure for mobilising and directing family resources. Hierarchies, such as
the baccalaureat, also contain the streams of relegation — invariably vocational or
low-prestige technical — which absorb children judged too weak to manage the
cognitive demands of high-end academic subjects.

A striking feature of the curriculum structures which perform the role of social
sorting is their persistence over time, despite constant modification. Numerous
examples of great stability can be found. These can be demonstrated in contexts in
which there is a rapid change in school participation, with curriculum structure —
even when reformed — constantly shaping and differentiating activity as if its
purpose were to preserve social relativities in opportunities and outcomes rather than
reducing them.

Two examples from widely different national settings make the point.
Curriculum in upper secondary education in Australia is generally informally
structured, without sharp divisions in streams or tracks, even though the last decade
has seen very strong growth in vocational options (Teese and Polesel 2003; Teese
*2007). Instead of formal streams, there is a subject hierarchy. The stability of this
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hierarchy can be measured along a number of dimensions, such as relative socio-
economic status (SES) and relative overall achievement. Looking just at the average
social level of students attempting a subject, the relative position of senior school
subjects in social space that were part of the curriculum in both 1975 and 2000
changed very little over a quarter of a century, during which the proportion of the
age-group completing school rose from around 33 per cent to over 80 per cent. The
average SES of a subject in 1975 provides a very good predictor of the average SES
of a subject twenty-five years later (n=21, r=.800).

Many changes occurred over this interval, not only in the level of participation,
but in the range of subjects available to students. The curriculum was flooded with
new subjects of a general or vocational kind, intended to meet the needs of young
people who were not going to university, though also taken often in large numbers
by students who were academically oriented. The subjects at the top of the hierarchy
(Latin, French, German), then somewhat lower (the physical sciences, preparatory
mathematics, the traditional humanities) could not have maintained their relative
position in social space had they not continued to deliver the benefits of academic
discrimination, benefits more needed than ever before in a context of growing mass
participation. They could continue to play this role, not simply because educated
parents are conservative and want ‘hard options’ for their children or because
universities want suitable specialist preparation and encourage or require students to
take the most canonical subjects, but because these subjects are part of a cultural
system. Each in its own way crystallises a view about human worth and agency,
about self-distinction and style of life through academic merit, about teaching as a
kind of anointment and learning as a rite of passage, so that the secondary teacher
must be a subject expert and can relate to the student only to the extent that the
student relates well to the subject, obeys it, and surrenders to its requirements,
however abstract, remote and irrelevant it may be. Only by choosing the right
subjects and by doing well in the right subjects can a student create the distance
needed for distinction from the next student. It is the capacity to fulfil this
requirement and thus authorise an ongoing process of selection against the rising
tide of participation that accounts for the resistance of curriculum hierarchies to
repeated efforts at reform.

While it has been fashionable for many years to criticise theorists, such as
Bourdieu, for finding a despairing stability in patterns of social selection, the
structures of curriculum which convert social into scholastic power appear to be
even more fashionable than the criticism which objects to finding them. Changes in
form belie stability in function, but also the accumulation of multiple functions.
Thus the reforms to the French baccalaureat in the mid-1960s allowed major
expansion to occur up to the early 1980s, while at the same time preserving the
advantages enjoyed by the most well-educated families (Prost 1983: 17-21). By
1980-81, as many as 54 per cent of the children of higher professional and senior
managers were concentrated in the-then elite ‘C’ science stream, while only about a
fifth of the working-class children who did reach upper secondary education were
enrolled in this stream (Prost 1983: 20).

The essential feature of curriculum structure is its susceptibility to social and
academic manipulation. Growth can be absorbed without damaging the underlying
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social flow of benefits. Working-class children have greater chances today of
undertaking upper secondary education in France, but at the price of accepting a
lower place in the program structure, and while in this important respect the
structure is expansive, it also contains ample facility for the social differentiation
necessary to restrict access to the elite streams of higher education in France.

RACE-BASED SEGREGATION THROUGH THE CURRICULUM

It is not only differentiation along social lines that operates through structures such
as streams or tracks or more informal, but equally discriminating subject hierarchies.
In her study of Charlotte-Mecklenburg public schools in North Carolina, Mickelson
(*2007) shows how high school tracks operate as a “second generation” mechanism
of segregation along race lines. African-American students were found to have
suffered relegation to lower tracks more frequently than white students, even after
controlling for prior achievement, family background and other individual attributes.
Track assignment policies were discriminatory and undermined the potentially
beneficial effects of school desegregation.

The effects were to lower average achievement for black Americans and to deny
them access to the advantages of successful study in academic programs.
Conversely, the results of Mickelson’s study can be read as implying that track
placement decisions significantly enhance the opportunities of white students in four
distinct, but related ways. Assignment to higher tracks is associated with improved
overall student achievement as measured by standardised tests. White students gain
access more frequently to subjects of high cognitive demand — more challenging
opportunities. This is important not only for cognitive growth, but for the capacity
for self-distinction through academic merit. At the same time, they are likely to have
access to better teaching resources if, that is, schools assign their best teachers to
higher tracks. Finally, white students also secure better access to peer cultural
resources through higher track placement. They are likely to mix more with
successful students and young people who have high aspirations as well as greater
academic self-esteem. If these advantages do indeed flow to white students — who
are exposed to less severe academic selection in the first place — then the hierarchy
of tracks in the American high school system functions as a powerful vehicle for
differentially allocating both teacher and pupil resources in formally desegregated
settings and thus contributing to the perpetuation of race-based inequalities.

GENDER IDENTITY AND THE CURRICULUM

If the hierarchy of the curriculum provides a framework for social differentiation
and for the exercise of social power through academic distinction, it also provides
abundant opportunities for gender differentiation. The curriculum is commonly
regarded as a set of unequally segmented zones, each at its own stage of partial
colonisation by girls, reaching back to the time when girls began to complete school
as often as boys and also began to challenge boys in male-dominated territory. As
girls have gradually ‘caught up’, a reverse view has gained ground according to
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which boys are the ‘new disadvantaged’. They are more frequently in trouble with
teachers, they complete school less often, their performance is apparently weaker,
and they enter university less often (see Epstein et al. 2002). Claim and counter-
claim are exchanged without asking a basic question which boys, which girls?
(Teese et al. 1995: 109; for a review of gender differences, see Smyth *2007).

But, equally, investigations of relative advantage are too often conducted at a
general level, without exploring the role of different subjects or streams in a
curriculum hierarchy (Teese et al. 1995: 91). The curriculum is used to differentially
construct gender, but at the same time as it is used to express and differentiate social
class through the medium of academic position and performance. There is no
separate channel or medium through which gender can be constructed independently
of the fashioning of social class differences through the academic materials
furnished by school. Consequently, any relative gender differences in access or
achievement have to be seen in terms of the way the curriculum operates as a social
system which creates gender identities only to the extent that it creates social
inequalities.

The hierarchy of the curriculum enables a fashioning of gender differences to
occur at the high end of the subject range which is class integrative. In other words,
differences in the likelihood of girls or boys taking ‘high-end’ subjects, while
involving significant relative disadvantages, tend to cement social relationships
within a status culture, ensuring that both boys and girls share in the benefits of an
educated life-style and on a more equal footing than happens amongst young
working-class people.

Literature, to take a major example of a gender-segmented subject, is taken much
more often by upper socio-economic status girls than by their male peers. While this
might be considered a kind of relegation or compensation for exclusion from other
high-status subjects dominated by boys (e.g., physics), it is also an important avenue
of competitive academic success as well as laying the basis for a claim for inclusion
and equality in a status culture. Literary and artistic sensibility is a distinctive
element of the culture of well-educated young women. It is part of their intellectual
training, which they frequently continue in university and often pursue as teachers. It
is part of what makes them, not simply women, but well-educated women, and it is
thanks to this that they are able to make a claim for equal respect amongst their class
peers, a respect based on difference or specific ‘excellence’. Through this and other
relative differences of schooled culture (e.g., art), bonds are fashioned between
women of the same class (or class fraction), but also between men and women. It is
in part through these relative oppositions that a distinctive symbolic order of
affirmations — identities resting on the collective experiences of achievement, but
in divergent fields — that the bonds of class homogamy in marriage are also formed.

More fundamental to integration in a status culture, however, is the high general
level of achievement which is produced through participation in the academic high
end of the curriculum and which enables relative differences in specialist fields,
such as literature and art, to be asserted. While the specific cognitive demands of
school subjects differ greatly — in terms of subject-matter, concepts, problems,
procedures and assessment practice — the generic cognitive and cultural demands
are shared (Teese 2000). Meeting these demands — through the “insensible
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familiarisation” of family education (Bourdieu 1966; 1989: 34-36) and then through
formal instructional experiences in school which repay family effort and implicitly
presuppose it — produces a common foundation of assumptions, dispositions,
preferences and basic values — in short, a habitus. This, for all the relative
differences of scientific, business or literary emphasis, lies at the centre of an
educated style of life and class membership (for the concept of habitus, see
Thompson 1991: 12-14).

Access to high-end subjects enables girls from educated backgrounds to reach a
general level of attainment which, even though more focussed on the literary
curriculum, ensures that they can integrate into a status culture as individuals, not as
members of a subordinate sex. In some high-end subjects, such as chemistry, they
participate as often as boys and have greatly reduced the gender gap, while other
subjects at this level of the curriculum remain highly segmented, with girls matching
the success of boys only through a considerable trade-off in the form of lower
participation (e.g., physics). Even in some high-end subjects where there is only a
small gender gap in enrolment, as in preparatory mathematics, there remain
continuing gaps in competitive (though not average) achievement favourable to
boys. However, girls from the most well-educated families make up ground through
a range of humanities subjects which are academically discriminating, which they
dominate, and which contribute to an assertion of individuality in which gender
becomes a positive source of difference rather than a negation.

The question is whether the curriculum hierarchy at all its levels offers this
facility. Subjects in the lower ranges accommodate low achievers. Vocational and
modern general subjects are not vehicles for asserting academic ‘excellence’
(domination), that is, for converting social into academic power. There is no
‘vocational’ equivalent for achieving personal distinction through the collective
resources accumulated historically in the curriculum and geographically in the
selective schools which monopolise the curriculum. Because working-class students
have much weaker access to the socially-sanctioned means of personal distinction
which the curriculum provides, it is also more difficult for them to check gender-
based assumptions and expectations and to resist the experience of social
classification which associates cultural with biological characteristics and which
generalises across individuals as if they were indistinct members of a sex. The
curriculum favours this process through gender-segmented classrooms set up to
deliver it in which low achievers experience segregation along gender lines, based
on academic relegation, but rationalised with reference to gender (“I'm just a girl”,
“that’s a boy’s subject”).

Academic failure intensifies the grip of gender, while success relaxes it. There
are numerous subjects at the high end of the curriculum which are gender-
segmented, particularly in the humanities, but also in mathematics and science. But
the girls who take these subjects are frequently high achievers who assert their
strengths — especially expressive and literary — to gain competitive advantages
over all boys, including boys of their own class, as well as all other girls. This is
what admits them to their class on a more equal footing than happens amongst lower
working-class families. Girls from high-status families trump gender with class, and
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through this assert their individuality. This is the opposite experience to working-
class girls who are demoted on academic grounds and end up in segregated areas of
the curriculum complete with a gender rationale and identity which dominate their
horizons. But are working-class boys in any better position?

THE ARTICULATION OF THE SCHOOL CURRICULUM WITH HIGHER
EDUCATION

Different national examples show that curriculum structure acts as a source of social
resistance to educational growth and to a more equal diffusion of the benefits of
growth. The mass expansion of secondary education is checked in its social effects
by the vertical hierarchy of school programs, which admit growth, but not
redistribution of benefits. But even if — as in France — curriculum structure does
absorb much of the pressure of rising demand, massification still threatens access to
the benefits of higher education. This is because the curriculum continues to create
opportunities for further study, even if these are of very unequal real and perceived
value. Thus, to continue with the French example, some 20 per cent of young people
who enrol in the prestigious ‘S’ science stream of the baccalaureat gain entry to the
preparatory classes of the grandes écoles, while those in the arts (L) and economics
and social science (ES) streams have only about a 6-7 per cent chance (MEN 2002:
181). The great majority of students in the less prestigious streams enter the
university system, which is an ‘open’ (non-selective), not a ‘closed’ sector. Here
their academic origins — beginning with the stream of the baccalaureat in which
they were enrolled — will influence whether they complete their first degree and to
an extent also how long it will take them to find full-time work, if they do graduate.
Of the approximately 100,000 young people who each year drop out of university in
France, 60 per cent come from the vocational stream, 30 per cent from the
technological stream, and 10 per cent from the general baccalaureat (Le Monde,
Sélection hebdomadaire, 8 July 2006: 7).

The formation of institutional and course hierarchies in higher education builds
on stream, track and subject hierarchies in upper secondary education. Higher
education courses and institutions play a selective and segregative role, extending on
the curriculum of secondary schools. It is through the maintenance of differences
between higher education courses that social advantages are conserved and
exploited.

Course differences are, in the first place, academic — relating to entry standards,
such as minimum scores and prerequisite studies or institutionally preferred options
(languages, mathematics). But there are also economic aspects which make
institutions or courses more or less accessible, such as geographical location, length
of training, relative costs of living, and tuition or enrolment fees. If young people
have been successful in utilising the curriculum hierarchy of upper secondary
education — gaining access to the intellectual resources (subjects), the pedagogical
and the peer-cultural resources concentrated at the high end — they can lower the
economic costs of higher education (through scholarships) as well as maximising the
range of options open to them through outstanding academic performance. They will
also access courses in higher education which are generally much better resourced
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either because they are private foundations or state institutions with rich
endowments or institutions on which the State spends lavishly (e.g., in France, 30
per cent of the total budget for higher education is spent on a sector which
accommodates only about 4 per cent of all tertiary students) (Renaut 2002: 81). If
high school students are less successful, they can expect to access lower prestige and
less well-funded institutions, and their progress through higher education will also
be more problematic (Goldrick-Rab *2007). Students from working-class and ethnic
backgrounds, even if quite successful at school, aim at lower status tertiary
institutions and are deflected from higher status ones through the symbolic as well
as the bureaucratic protections which these enjoy. Reay (*2007) concludes that
global increases in access to higher education in England have meant “increasing
access, not for high achieving working class students, but for those middle class
students who would not have considered university twenty, even ten years ago”.

If the uncertainty of employment outcomes intensifies the demand on the part of
students and their families to differentiate between courses and between universities
offering the same courses, the institutions themselves are locked in a struggle to
recruit those students (and staff) who will add most to their ‘brand’. Institutional
differentiation along prestige lines exerts a downward vertical pressure on how
secondary schools perform and on the academic curriculum itself as a vehicle of
student and school differentiation. In those national systems where universities are
free to select, entry standards become the target for those secondary schools that are
free to select. A symbiotic relationship emerges in which elite universities measure
success by the narrowness of their student recruitment (which in turn narrows their
school base), while conversely the elite secondary schools measure success by the
narrowness of their students’ institutional trajectories.

High intake standards trigger another process which operates to protect and
reinforce institutional hierarchies in higher education. Where universities are
allowed to select, bidding by students is influenced by perceptions of relative ability,
not only by the published intake standards of institutions themselves. But student
(and teacher) perceptions of ability are in turn influenced by the relative institutional
proximity of universities and schools. Where this proximity is high — as in the
symbiosis of elite universities and elite secondary schools — confidence in the
accessibility of places in high-demand courses is greater, while it is lower in
contexts in which institutional connectedness is weaker or remote. Students with
high ability, but from poorer backgrounds, tend to exclude themselves in bidding
wars or to be more frequently encouraged by their teachers to lower their sights (for
a report on provisional allocation of places in British higher education, relying on
predicted grades, see The Independent, 9 Sep 2005, and The Times, 9 Sep 2005).
Self-selection adds to the social impact of selection by grades. A similar
phenomenon, though involving different admissions practices and a different
structure of higher education, can be seen in France where, at a given level of
academic performance, students from poorer backgrounds will exclude themselves
from opportunities that their academic peers from better-off families are more
confident of gaining (Duru-Bellat *2007).
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Course and institutional hierarchies in higher education are linked in multiple
ways with curriculum hierarchies in secondary education, and the maintenance of
these links is vital to the conservation and reproduction of social advantage. First-
year courses in university are more or less closely aligned with final-year courses in
upper secondary education, and in some cases (e.g., mathematics, statistics) are
virtual re-runs. In the ‘hard’ disciplines, the power of university academics over the
syllabuses used in schools is decisive, whether this is exercised through
examinations boards or committees which are formally parts of education
departments or politically through manipulation of key constituencies. Again, it is
academics who provide the general undergraduate training of the students who will
one day become secondary teachers, generally after a short and discipline-focussed
professional program which will do little to counter the influence of three to four
years of conservative university teaching (Teese 2006: 94-97). The symbiosis of
elite universities or institutes and elite secondary schools is thus only an extreme
manifestation of an institutional system which is far wider and more embracing and
is so deeply intertwined across its various levels that it functions as a cultural
system. Identities are formed and reinforced by relative differentiation through a
curriculum which actually has no decisive break between secondary and tertiary
levels. Subjects, marks in subjects, national competitions in subjects, courses to
which subjects lead, courses that repeat subjects, students returning as teachers to
the same subjects, are all sources of institutional seamlessness.

Research into inequalities in education tends to focus on contemporary
barriers to opportunities and on patterns of outcomes. It is concerned with the
relative position of individuals and groups in social and institutional space — the
neighbourhoods or communities in which they live and the schools they attend —
and the chances of success and failure associated with their position. But the
potential or value of each position has to be seen in the context of the cultural
system of the curriculum to which individuals or groups seek access from their
diverse locations. Compared to these locations, the cultural order of the curriculum
appears as a constant element of the environment, of inherently less interest than the
play of social forces occurring across and within the contemporary sites of
neighbourhood and school. The curriculum slips into the background and is not
infrequently seen as unproblematic. It becomes, as it were, merely the historical
premise for the family strategies and government policies which claim all attention.
Yet the pervasive effects of the curriculum, the values it contains, their expression in
knowledge hierarchies, and the durability of these hierarchies as cultural systems all
point to the living force of history, to time as social power accumulated and codified
in systems of ideas and concepts, data and arguments, and the demands, both
cognitive and cultural, which express these as forms of power and are imposed on
each new generation of students.

Time in the form of objectified and institutionalised values — merit, talent,
giftedness, formal equity, excellence — obscures its own influence through the
universal character which these values acquire in the action of the institutions which
champion them. The long history of these institutions, above all universities,
recesses them and pushes into the foreground the more transitory and contingent
elements, the schools that come and go, schools that have no history, the housing
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estates, the slums of flotsam and jetsam and their fleeting moments in the media
(violence, riots). If, now, we turn to the space that these elements constitute, we
should not forget that all of the conflict and movement between them takes place
within the framework of this long and self-obscuring history and that inequality is a
product, not only of space, but of time.

ARRANGEMENTS ‘ON THE GROUND’

If school subjects and higher education courses represent a vertical hierarchy of
conceptual demands and specialist knowledge, access to this hierarchy and to the
distinctions it provides depends on the nature of the school systems which serve it.
Structural inequality in education arises through the interaction between the
institutional hierarchy of academic courses, streams and subjects and the social and
spatial hierarchy of school systems, beginning with the social geography on which
these are based (Teese and Polesel 2003: 218; cf. Bourdieu 1989: 47).

National studies of educational inequality show that the delivery framework of
the curriculum — school systems — is itself stratified and hierarchical, though with
considerable variation between countries in how this occurs. Where public systems
predominate, opportunities for differentiation of effort rest partly on residential
patterns, partly on relative academic specialisation between secondary schools
serving the same or adjacent areas, and partly on stream or track divisions within the
same school (Persell 1977: 33). Locality, local ‘divisions of labour’, and internal
curriculum structures provide the framework through which classroom conditions
can be optimised and student effort focussed on the most discriminating areas of the
curriculum. Patterns of urban residential segregation in the United States which
concentrate cultural and economic advantage in suburbs (and in academic tracks
within schools) and which, on the other hand, concentrate multiple disadvantage in
inner city areas or in ‘at risk’ suburbs provide the most complete illustration of this
regime (Anyon 1997; 2005).

How different populations are distributed in urban space — through property and
rental values, jobs, transport, and the social distance strategies of families
themselves — lays the groundwork for how populations are distributed in schools.
Only a minority (17 per cent) of white neighbourhood schools in the United States
have high poverty enrolments (more than one in two students classified as poor),
while the reverse is true of racially-segregated minority schools, 88 per cent of
which have high levels of poverty (Anyon 1997, quoting Orfield). With resources
closely tied to local tax bases, urban residential segregation tends to concentrate
poor and minority populations in poor and under-resourced schools, while better-off
families are brought together in well-resourced schools. These are also more
culturally homogeneous and more focussed on academic programs. The fact that the
unequal distribution of financial resources rests on a legislative framework and on
system administrative practices and priorities reminds us that the play of urban
factors is as much political as economic and social. Urban space is a political
outcome, not a spontaneous or un-engineered result of civil society (see Rury and
Mirel 1997).
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Kozol (1994) highlights the extreme deprivation which is created through
processes of urban polarisation. Rich countries produce extreme poverty within their
own boundaries, as the example of East St. Louis shows. But they are also able to
rationalise it as a phenomenon of errant human agency (e.g. lax administration)
rather than a structural feature requiring a redistribution of tax dollars and pro-poor
employment, housing and transport policies to correct (see Anyon’s analysis of
Supreme Court records, 1997: 139-148). Public theories of educational failure such
as those used to explain the widely varying resource levels in New Jersey schools
typically ignore how educational ‘success’ is produced. They do so by isolating the
phenomena of failure from the phenomena of success, and by treating the contexts in
which these are produced as separate and unrelated to each other.

Many national systems, while displaying marked geographical inequalities in
their public schools, add a further layer of institutional separation through subsidised
private establishments. Private schools, whether confessional or not, provide an
additional facility for differentiation of effort over and above the use of social
geography, though the two principles may work in tandem. Again the role of private
schools themselves may vary from elite establishments, with a very limited clientele,
to schools which are much more socially mixed and provide an important element of
flexibility and choice, without necessarily being superior in standards to the public
sector. This is the case with the mainly-Catholic schools in France and Spain and in
many other European countries. Finally, the private sector, while being diverse, may
be large, academically competitive, and substantially publicly funded, without on
the other hand having any limitations placed on it in terms of fee-levels or private
income (such as in France and Spain) or recruitment. Australian private schools are
an example of this approach which combines the advantages of public subsidies with
the advantages of complete market freedom rather than being required, as in other
countries, to trade off one against the other.

While the balance between public and private provision varies, similar functions
are performed. Schools are sites for pooling and sharing resources, whether financial
or cultural. Social divisions between schools split up resources and distribute these
unevenly. But ‘negative resources’ (relative liabilities) are also distributed
unequally. Poor students in urban schools are typically poor in many ways, thanks
to the range of disadvantaged groups which they accommodate — minority groups,
children with disabilities, poor children, refugees, pupils from broken homes or
those rejected by other schools (Lamb et al., 2004: 42; Lamb and Teese 2004: 26-
28).

By contrast, rich schools in urban settings may be rich in many ways — highly
educated and ‘connected’ parents, peers with high aspirations, teachers with high
expectations and specialist qualifications, resource flexibility, good equipment and
facilities, and psychologists, counsellors and other support staff. Classroom
conditions are created in these settings which involve the pooling of the cultural
capital and ethos of individuals and the pedagogical multiplication of these
advantages. Relative narrowness of intakes supports a focus on the high end of the
curriculum, which in turn maximises teacher productivity as against the dispersal
and weakening of effort over multiple and competing priorities in disadvantaged
schools.
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Different national approaches to public and private sector provision do not
represent a simple dichotomy between a public sector which is ‘space bound’ (or
geographically determined) and a private sector which is ‘space free’ (un-zoned and
recruiting widely). Nor do they represent a simple dichotomy between a public
sector which is ‘system bound’ (ruled by a department or local authority) and a
private sector which is ‘system free’ (autonomous).

While private schools do represent a solution to the restrictions of zone, in fact
the de-zoning of public systems has made significant inroads in countries such as
England and Australia, and, to a far lesser extent, France. De-zoning is intended to
release market forces and to boost quality through choice. However, the
beneficiaries of this philosophy appear to be mainly the transitional or middle-
classes, for whom freedom of movement within the public sector adds to a pre-
existing repertoire of private options (low-fee religious schools, private non-
confessional establishments) in addition to the greater residential mobility that they
already have (see Duru-Bellat *2007; Ball, Bowe and Gewirtz 1995, 1996; van
Zanten 2001).

Just as public sector schools have been increasingly liberated from geography, so
they have also been increasingly liberated from government administration. The
push towards devolution has been strong and has led to more or less significant
degrees of self-management in public systems (or at least a relaxation of public
sector management, as in the case of Charter schools in the United States). Where
these two tendencies are advanced — that is, both de-zoning and devolution — a
powerful dynamic of differentiation is released into the public system. While the
policy expectation has been across-the-board gains in quality, the research evidence
points to a polarisation. Lamb (*2007) shows that in the Australian state of Victoria,
government schools serving the poorest urban communities have declined in size,
while those serving richer urban areas have become bigger in a context of
geographical and administrative deregulation. As schools contract in size, they lose
resource flexibility, their program options shrink, their attractiveness to both parents
and teachers falls, and their capacity to supplement government income with locally-
raised revenue also declines. Conversely, as schools grow in size, they gain in the
volume, range and flexibility of their teaching resources, their income base swells,
they are able to offer wider program choice, and become more attractive to parents
and to teachers. The underlying effects of urban residential segregation thus appear
to be aggravated by de-zoning and devolution rather than ameliorated, so that
deregulation acts as a mechanism of regressive redistribution, even in a context in
which aggregate improvements in outcomes may be recorded.

The evidence of the impact of marketisation on school systems in the United
Kingdom also indicates that “markets promote inequality” (Croxford and Raffe
*2007). Where market philosophy has been pursued more fully — in England —
there has been no weakening in class inequality. Where, by contrast, this philosophy
made less progress — in Scotland — inequalities have weakened. Croxford and
Raffe conclude that the market regime in comprehensive schooling may act as a
framework for conserving class advantage. This is in a context in which there is
pressure on all populations to lift participation (and on all schools to lift
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performance), but also pressure on already-advantaged groups to maintain
superiority. One way of doing this is to intensify the pooling of resources by
weakening the administrative barriers to mobility and selectivity in comprehensive
systems. The reverse effects involving a concentration of disadvantage and
residualisation of the poorest-performing schools can be expected to weaken
competition and at least to maintain achievement gaps between rich and poor.

Looking at the experience of those countries in which de-zoning has been
undertaken and possibly also devolution of management, educational outcomes
suggest that public policy has extended the capacity of more educated and ambitious
parents to secure competitive advantages for their children rather than extending
quality learning environments to children in the poorest families. The public sector
has been exposed to the same principles as formerly operated only in the private
sector, and this has augmented the scope for social strategies rather than
compressing inequalities. While this process of differentiation through management
reform of the public sector is most visible at the level of secondary education,
primary schools are also affected by the application of ‘choice’ (see Lamb *2007).
Parental strategies have the effect of shifting cultural resources from school to
school, and either strengthening or weakening the mix of pupils at a given site (or
even within a given site). Diversity, which represents a general benefit in light of the
gains it delivers to poorer children, is undermined by strategies of segregation which
produce smaller benefits for already-advantaged children (see Duru-Bellat *2007
and Lupton and Thrupp *2007).

CONCLUSION

One hierarchy to address another

If the rise of mass secondary schooling has been accompanied by an increase in the
range of strategies and facilities available for the pursuit of social advantage, these
represent ‘on the ground’ and contemporary resources whose application makes
sense only in the context of the discriminating, ranking and selection work of the
curriculum. The pooling of financial and cultural resources which is the essential
aim of strategies of segregation — the use of private schools, migration between
public schools, even in the case of some middle-class groups the choice of pre-
school and childcare facilities (Ball and Vincent *2007) — represents a collective,
not purely individual response to the potentialities of the curriculum to stimulate,
harvest, exploit and sanction intellectual talent. For while these strategies wear the
aspect of a private decision, and are publicly supported by choice theory in this light,
they are neither random nor isolated and unrelated responses. They create pooled
outcomes in the form of shared operating conditions, resources and experiences.
They are in fact elements of a culture of differentiation rather than the mechanical
decision-making of economic agents acting independently and even against each
other.

Strategic thinking and manipulation of opportunities for distinction represent a
contemporary response to the emergence of threats to status position and life-style as
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manifested in the changing social mix of classrooms, the loss of social distance, and
the perception of competition from new populations. In this context, the curriculum
grows in importance. It can be represented as an historical resource by comparison
with the contemporary resources represented by the right neighbourhood, the right
childcare centre, the right school or classroom. For while the curriculum does
contain the threat of failure and demotion for all children, including the most
privileged, the values embedded in it are a class investment over the long term and
they are more accessible to the children of educated families than they are
manipulable or vulnerable to the passing reform efforts of elected governments.
Children from these families thus exploit both space and time — the geography of
home, neighbourhood and school, and the history accumulated in the curriculum
which unites multiple generations in a culture of academic domination.
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2 Equality of Educational Opportunity
A 40 Year Retrospective

Adam Gamoran & Daniel A. Long

A 40-YEAR RETROSPECTIVE

“Guess what Coleman’s found? Schools make no difference; families make the
difference.” — S. M. Lipset to D. P. Moynihan, as quoted by Hodgson (1975 p.22.)

These words captured the popular perception of the new report by James Coleman
and his colleagues, Equality of Educational Opportunity (Coleman et al., 1966).
Released on July 4, 1966, in a vain attempt to avoid publicity for what were
regarded as politically intemperate findings, the report was supposed to document
what most assumed to be true: poor and minority children performed poorly in
school because their schools lacked resources. Instead, the Coleman report (as it
became known) discovered that differences among schools in average resources
were not nearly as great as expected, and the impact of school resources on student
achievement was modest compared to the importance of students’ family
backgrounds. Of course, this did not mean that “schools make no difference”; in
fact, as subsequent research has shown, schools matter a great deal for student
learning. Coleman’s findings, however, indisputably documented that variation
between schools in their resource levels mattered little for variation among
individual students, a result that remains the seminal finding in U.S. sociology of
education.

Equality of Educational Opportunity (EEO) has inspired decades of research on
school effects, on the impact of socioeconomic status on achievement, and on racial
and ethnic disparities in academic achievement. The purpose of this chapter is to
take stock of EEO from the vantage point of 40 years later. First, we examine the
main findings of EEO, and consider whether they still hold in light of subsequent
research and changing times. Second, we reassess the debate over whether the
findings of EEO hold internationally. Third, we discuss the implications of the
Coleman report and subsequent studies by Coleman for the debate over school
choice and vouchers. Fourth, we discuss changes over the past 40 years in the
concept of equality of educational opportunity, including conceptions embodied in
contemporary education reform policies in the U.S. We conclude with comments
about the implications of EEO and school effects research for the prospects of equal
opportunity in education.

R. Teese, S. Lamb and M. Duru-Bellat (eds.), International Studies in Educational Inequality,
Theory and Policy Volume 1: Educational Inequality: Persistence and Change, 23—47.
© 2007 Springer.
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Since its publication, EEO has been cited in academic journal articles over 2,700
times. Figure 2.1, based on the Social Science Citation Index (1966-1981) and on a
compilation of the Social Science Citation Index, the Science Citation Index, and the
Arts and Humanities Citation Index (1982-2005), shows that the citation peak was in
1975, with references in 132 academic journal articles. Annual citations dropped
subsequently with about 106 yearly in the 1970s, to 71 citations per year through the
1980s, to an annual average of 48 citations a year in the 1990s. In the late 1990s,
citation counts rose again, and have averaged over 55 citations per year since 2000.
Clearly, contemporary scholars continue to reference EEO as they pursue new work
on schools and achievement.
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DO THE MAIN FINDINGS OF EEO STILL HOLD?

While the argument about the relative role of school resources versus family
background is probably the most cited contribution of EEO, the Coleman report
provided ground-breaking research in several areas, including the salience of school
segregation and the size of white/minority gaps in student achievement, in addition
to the effects of school resources versus family background on achievement. In this
section we review Coleman’s findings in each of these three areas and examine the
extent to which they still pertain today.
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School Segregation

As expected, Coleman found that schools in the late 1960s were highly segregated.
Of all racial and ethnic groups, white students were the most segregated, with 80 per
cent of first grade and twelfth grade white students attending schools that were 90-
100 per cent white. Among minority groups, blacks were the most segregated, with
65 per cent of black first grade students attending schools that were mostly black.
The largest levels of segregation for blacks and whites were in the south. Noting that
the 1954 Brown vs. Board of Education Supreme Court decision declared that
separate schools for blacks and whites are inherently unequal, EEO reported that by
this standard, “American public education remains largely unequal in most regions
of the country, including all those [regions] where Negroes form any significant
proportion of the population” (Coleman et al., 1966, p.3).

Racial segregation in American schools has gone through dramatic changes since
the Coleman report. From 1954 through the 1970s, legal segregation was eliminated
and black/white school segregation in the south dropped dramatically. In 1954,
99.99 per cent of southern blacks were enrolled in schools that were composed of
50-100 per cent minority students. This percentage declined to 86.1 per cent in
1967-1968 and reached a low of 57.1 per cent in 1986-87, but then rose to 67.3 per
cent by 1998-99 (Orfield, 2001, p.29). Changes in segregation were not as sharp in
the nation as a whole with the percentage of blacks enrolled in 50-100 per cent
minority schools at 76.6 per cent in 1967-1968, dropping to 63.3 per cent in 1986-
87, and rising to 70.2 per cent in 1998-99 (Orfield, 2001, p.33). Nationally, the
percentage of blacks enrolled in 90-100 per cent minority schools was at 64.4 per
cent in 1967-1968, declined to a low of 32.2 per cent in 1986-87, and rose to 36.6
per cent in 1998-99 (Orfield, 2001, p.31).

While there was a dramatic drop in school segregation in the southern U.S. and a
significant decline in the proportion of blacks in 90-100 per cent minority schools in
the nation as a whole, the gains in desegregation peaked in the 1980s and were
partially reversed in the 1990s. Many school systems experienced resegregation in
the 1990s, leading to a reversal of a large portion of the gains that occurred from
1954 to the 1980s (Orfield and Eaton, 1997). Resegregation occurred in part because
of growing minority enrolments, but also because the courts have declared that
school systems have moved from “dual” to “unitary” status; that is, they are no
longer segregated through any action of the school system. As a result, district-wide
desegregation programs have been dismantled and the schools have become more
segregated (Orfield, 2001; Clotfelter, 2004; Gamoran and An, 2005).

In sum, school segregation has undergone shifting and contradictory changes
over the last 40 years. In the nation as a whole, blacks are about half as likely to be
located in all-black schools as they were in 1967-68. Still, more than a third are
schooled in such racial isolation. Moreover, as the 21st century begins, the
proportion of blacks enrolled in predominantly minority schools has nearly returned
to the levels described in EEO.



26 ADAM GAMORAN & DANIEL A. LONG

Achievement Gaps

A major portion of EEO examined the race and ethnic gaps in student achievement.
The authors found that among students who stayed in school until 12th grade, about
85 per cent of blacks scored below the average for whites. On average, blacks scored
a standard deviation below whites in academic achievement. In the 40 years since
the Coleman report this gap in achievement has narrowed. Trend data from the
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) shows that the black/white
reading gap among 17 year olds in 1971 was 1.2 standard deviations. This gap fell to
0.69 by 1996. There was a similar decline in the gaps in mathematics from 1.33 to
0.89 standard deviation units (Jencks and Phillips, 1998, p.3).

The declining achievement gaps, however modest, occurred during the 1970s
and 1980s; during the 1990s the black/white gap actually increased and then
dropped slightly at the close of the century. As of 2004, the gap for 17-year-olds in
math and reading and 13 year olds in reading was larger than it was in 1990.
Between 1990 and 2004 the gap for 9 year olds declined slightly. The black/white
gap in NAEP reading scores for 13-year-olds in 1971 was 39; it declined to an 18-
point difference in 1988 and then rose to a 22-point difference in 2004. The
black/white gap in NAEP math scores for 13 year olds followed a similar pattern
with a gap of 46 in 1971 that declined to a 27-point difference in 1990, rose to 32 in
1999, and then returned to a 27-point difference in 2004 (Perie, Moran, and Lutkus,
2005).

Noticeably, the cessation of the decline in achievement gaps coincided with the
rollback of school desegregation: as school desegregation was largely halted in the
late 1980s, the black/white achievement gap stopped declining. It seems likely the
two are causally linked, although that has not been conclusively documented. Peer
composition was the only school resource in EEO that did yield a significant impact
— black students who had more white classmates tended to score higher, a finding
that has been sustained in subsequent studies — but again, the impact was modest
compared to the wide range of variation within schools. Grissmer, Flanagan, and
Williamson (1998) concluded that the benefits of desegregation for the overall
decline in the black-white achievement gap was limited to the south in the 1970s;
otherwise, desegregation has not been a prominent source of changes in the
achievement gap.

The Coleman report also found that higher achievement for both low and high
SES students was associated with a higher average SES student body. The findings
on composition were used extensively to promote policies that would increase both
racial and socioeconomic integration of schools. This was part of the reason for
Coleman’s initial support for busing and his support for policies that increased the
socioeconomic integration of schools. Coleman later dropped his support for busing,
believing it led to “white flight,” that is, the whites’ departure from cities to escape
busing plans (Coleman, Kelly and Moore, 1975). However, longer-term research has
suggested that busing affected the pace but not the ultimate extent of changes in
white urban school enrolments (Wilson, 1985).
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School Effects

The most controversial finding of the Coleman report was that school resources had
surprisingly little effect on educational outcomes once family background was
controlled. Coleman et al. attempted to measure the effects of schools by examining
an indicator of learning (performance on standardised tests) and the inputs that went
into schools to produce learning. This model is called an education production
function or input-output model. In this approach, schools are considered as “black
boxes” and the activities that occur within the schools are unexamined. Users of this
model consider that with adequate variation and accurate specification of inputs and
outputs, a researcher can determine what mix of inputs will best improve academic
achievement.

Economists have argued that production functions are useful, concise models of
schools. The education production function models schools in the same way that
economists model firms. Economists argue that they do not need to know how a
particular economic process works within a firm works to model how the firm
operates. To know how an economic process works in a particular firm, one need
only know the goals of the firm (such as profit maximisation), the inputs and outputs
of the firm, and to assume that production is the same in all firms. The advantage of
this black box model for firms or schools is that it allows for aggregate analyses
without requiring one to examine the details of what happens within a particular
firm or school.

The Coleman production function model examined school effects by measuring
the proportions of variance in student achievement attributable to school facilities,
school curriculum, teacher qualities and attitudes, and student body characteristics.
Of these five sets of school factors, student body characteristics contributed the most
to the variance in verbal achievement. For example, among ninth graders, five per
cent of the variance in verbal achievement could be accounted for by student body
characteristics. The next most prominent factor was teacher qualities, accounting for
one per cent of the variance. For ninth graders, all five sets of factors accounted for
only eight per cent of the variance compared to 38 per cent of the variance
accounted for in a model with the five school factors plus two family background
factors and one individual attitude variable (Coleman et al., 1966, p.312). This
pattern was largely consistent across grade levels and demographic subgroups.

Several replications and reanalyses followed shortly after the publication of
EEO. Averch et al. (1974) reviewed the education production function literature to
re-examine EEO’s findings. These authors found no consistent findings for school
resources. Some studies showed an effect for one set of resources while others
showed effects for a completely different set of resources. Most of the studies
examined showed that the effect of family background was much stronger than the
effect of school resources. Averch et al. (1974) concluded that there did not seem to
be much value to paying a premium for teacher experience, smaller class size, or
teachers with advanced degrees.

Over the years, many critiques have appeared of the Coleman report specifically
and of the production function literature more broadly. These critiques have
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included arguments that Coleman’s cross-sectional study could not adequately
capture causal effects, that Coleman assumed a linear and additive relation between
resources and learning, that cross-sectional measures of reading achievement could
not distinguish between learning that occurs at home and learning that occurs at
school, and that Coleman’s estimation of school effects by measures of per cent of
variance explained were sensitive to assumptions about causal ordering (Sorensen
and Morgan, 2000; Hanushek, 1979; Hanushek and Kain, 1972; Bowles and Levin,
1968). Two years after the Coleman report, Harvard researchers re-examined the
evidence and considered how well the Coleman report withstood various critiques.
Mosteller and Moynihan (1972) noted that the most important finding of the
Coleman report was that there was relatively little variation in the resources for
black and white schools. This limits the extent to which school resources can
possibly explain differences in achievement between black and white students. One
could interpret this as saying that in a country with limited variation in school
resources, family background is more closely associated with variance in student
performance. This might be useful for trying to decide between different social
policies in the U.S., such as funding schools versus a negative income tax, but it
gives a very limited understanding of how school resources may affect achievement.

Jencks et al. (1972) argued that the main findings of the Coleman report were
that resources varied little among U.S. schools, and that affluent peers boosted
achievement. These authors examined the Coleman report and found that once the
critiques of “sampling procedures, information-gathering techniques, and analytic
methods” were taken into consideration, the results “[held] up surprisingly well”
(Jencks et al., 1972, p.70). Smith (1972) re-examined the Coleman report, focusing
on regression coefficients instead of per cent of explained variance, and came to
similar conclusions about the lack of effect of school resources once family
background was controlled. Hanushek and Kain (1972) examined the impact of
different causal ordering of the variables in the study and found that the limited
effect of school resources persisted.

Early studies of levels of school attainment have found similar results as studies
of performance on standardised tests. In their study of the correlates of educational
attainment, Jencks et al. (1972) found that school resources had little effect after
controlling for family background. Jencks and his colleagues went so far as to argue
that educational institutions and educational resources could not address inequalities
as long as there were inequalities in parents’ income, occupational status, and
education.

By the 1990s, hundreds of studies of education production functions had been
conducted. Greenwald et al. (1996a, 1996b) and Hanushek (1997); see also
Hanushek 1989, 1994, and 1996) carried out reviews of this literature, with
Greenwald et al. finding an effect of school resources on achievement and Hanushek
not finding a persistent effect of school resources. The differences between these
studies are based primarily on their different criteria for including studies in their
meta-analyses, which resulted in different summaries of results. Greenwald et al.
were much more selective, excluding or down-weighting studies when multiple
findings derived from the same data. They also took into account the magnitude and
variability of effects across studies, whereas Hanushek tallied positive, negative, and
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neutral findings. As a result of their more selective scrutiny and synthetic approach,
Greenwald et al. found moderate effects of school resources such as teacher’s
salaries and smaller class size.

Despite their differences, these reviews agreed on three points: 1) In at least
some cases, higher levels of resources are associated with higher achievement; 2)
qualities of schools that produce these effects are hard to pin down; and 3) how
resources are used is more consequential for achievement than whether resources are
present or absent. A potential concern with these conclusions is that they may reflect
endogeneity: perhaps schools get more resources, or appear to use resources
effectively, when students are high achieving, rather than vice versa. Randomised
experiments could get around this concern, but very few have been conducted
(Borman, 2002); an exception is the Tennessee class size experiment which showed
that smaller classes raise test scores in the early elementary grades (Finn and
Achilles, 1999). Fixed-effects models of schools or teachers are another approach to
production functions that help address endogeneity (e.g., Rivkin, Hanushek and
Kain, 2005). A school fixed-effects model, for example, includes a parameter for
each school that captures all of its stable characteristics, whether observed or
unobserved. Such models cannot indicate which school qualities matter, but they can
assess whether some schools are more productive than others. These models
demonstrate that achievement does vary systematically across schools, but that
attempts to measure the school attributes that account for achievement variation
generally fall short. Similarly, teacher fixed-effects models indicate that teacher
effects are powerful, but only small portions of these effects have been attributed to
specific teacher characteristics (Sanders, 1998; Rowan, Miller, and Correnti, 2002).
Rivkin, Hanushek, and Kain (2005) estimated that an increase of one standard
deviation in the overall teacher effect (or “teacher quality’) is worth as much as a
10-student reduction in average class size. These findings bridge the earlier debate
between Hanushek (1996) and Greenwald et al. (1996b), achieving a consensus that
school and teacher resources indeed “make a difference,” although the contribution
of specific measured characteristics of schools and teachers is difficult to detect.

Barbara Heyns (1978) cleverly pointed out that school contributions to student
learning could be assessed by comparing learning growth during the school year,
when school was in session, to that during the summer, when school was not in
session. Examining a sample of elementary students from Atlanta who were tested
in fall and spring, she found that learning trajectories for students from advantaged
and disadvantaged backgrounds diverged more during the summer than during the
school year, suggesting that inequality tended to increase more when school was not
in session. Entwisle, Alexander, and Olson (1997) found similar results for students
from Baltimore, and Downey, von Hippel, and Broh (2004) recently confirmed the
pattern with a national sample. Gamoran (1996) characterised this pattern as
reflecting the compensatory effects of schooling: in the absence of schooling,
inequality would be much greater than it already is. In this sense, also, schools
matter a great deal, even though differences from one school to the next are small
relative to the wide range of variation within schools. An important difference
between the national findings of Downey et al. (2004) and the earlier studies in
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Atlanta and Baltimore is that the latter indicated that summer learning accounts for
all (Baltimore) or nearly all (Atlanta) of the growth in achievement inequality by
social class that occurs over the course of 12 months, whereas Downey et al. found
that about half the growth in inequality occurred during the summer, and the
remainder occurs during the school year. Downey et al.’s findings were limited to
kindergarten, first grade, and the summer between them; no U.S. national data set
contains fall and spring test scores beyond first grade.

Schooling Effects

Many writers have argued that looking at a school as a black box is misguided.
As Bidwell and Kasarda (1980) explained, schools do not produce learning; rather
they provide a context in which schooling takes place. Learning, according to this
perspective, is a result of schooling, not schools per se. Along these lines,
sociologists such as Barr and Dreeben (1983) demonstrated how schools channel
resources toward students, instead of resources at the school level causing student
learning. They noted that students are nested in classrooms which are nested in
schools. Most of the variables examined in the school production function literature
affect the school or classroom level and therefore only indirectly affect student
learning. Economists have also argued that there is a need to look more specifically
at the within-school processes that transform resources into learning. For example,
Summers and Wolfe (1974) conducted an analysis of education production functions
and found that the effect of resources such as class size and teacher quality have
stronger effects for African American students and for students from poorer
families. Similarly, the fixed-effects studies noted above found significant teacher
effects, and determined that variation lies within schools.

Writers such as Bidwell and Kasarda (1980), Barr and Dreeben (1983), and
Gamoran, Secada and Marrett (2000) and have argued that given the large amount of
within-school variation, processes within schools are much more important for
understanding student learning than are resource differences among schools. Within-
school studies have focused on the effects of processes such as tracking (e.g., Heyns,
1974; Oakes, 2005; Gamoran and Mare, 1989), and the exposure to learning
material (e.g., Gamoran et al., 1995; Applebee et al., 2003). Research on teacher
effects reinforces the conclusion that within-school variation in achievement is
partially attributable to schooling (Rivkin, Hanushek and Kain, 2005).

Limitations of U.S. Research on School Effects

A distinctive limitation of U.S. based-research on school inputs and the organisation
of school inputs is that in the U.S., only about 20 per cent of the variation in student
achievement lies between schools and the remaining 80 per cent occurs within
schools (Coleman et al., 1966). This limited between-school variation makes
theoretically plausible school effects both small and difficult to detect. In developing
countries, by contrast, between-school variation in achievement is larger. For
example in Latin American countries, about 40 per cent to 60 per cent of the
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variation in student achievement lies between schools (Casassus et al., 2001).
Therefore in Latin America, school effects could be larger and easy to detect.

A second, related limitation of school effects research in the U.S. is the limited
variation in the key independent variables of school resources. While there are
notable differences at the extremes of the distribution of U.S. schools in the amount
of money spent per pupil (Kozol, 1994), on average U.S. schools tend to have
similar levels of resources (Mosteller and Moynihan, 1972). The poorest schools in
the U.S. still have many more resources than the typical school in the developing
world. Schools in many developing countries face shortages of basic teaching
materials, such as any textbooks (Montagnes, 2001). The relatively high lower
bound of school resources in the U.S. as compared with developing countries means
that statements about school resources in the U.S. may not apply to other contexts.
For example, one could use the U.S. school effect literature to talk about the effects
of an additional thousand dollars per student for school expenditures between $4,000
and $12,000. For over half the countries in the world, $4,000 dollars is between two
and ten times their per capita incomes (IMF, 2000). Consequently, studies of school
effects from developed countries probably say very little about the effects of school
resources in developing countries. In addition, one could not use the results of U.S.
studies to compare the effects of no school resources per student versus $1,000 in
school resources per student per year. Similarly, one could talk about the effects of
old versus new textbooks in the U.S., but not the effects of textbooks versus no
textbooks in a classroom. Attempts to extrapolate beyond the range of existing data
are generally unwise because the relation between two variables may differ outside
the range of observed data compared to their relation inside the observed range
(Manski, 1995).

Research on school effects in the U.S. may only be appropriate to answer the
question, “Are school resources associated with an increase in student achievement
in relatively affluent schools that spend at least $4,000 or more a year per student?”
In contrast, international evidence about school effects might be better suited to
addressing the simpler question, “Are school resources associated with increased
achievement for both poor and rich schools?”

INTERNATIONAL RESEARCH ON SCHOOL EFFECTS

With his 1975 Coleman Report from a Non-Industralized Society, Stephen
Heyneman’s study of education in Uganda heralded the examination of school
effects internationally. Since then, many school effect studies in developing
countries have shown a large effect of school resources even after controlling for
family background (Heyneman and Loxley, 1983; Buchmann, 2002; Fuller, 1987,
Fuller and Clarke, 1994; Casassus et al., 2001; Willms et al., 2001). The contrast
between the U.S. and international comparative research suggests there may be little
effect of school resources on achievement in rich countries, but stronger effects in
poorer countries. These contrasting findings lend support to the idea that lack of
school effects in developed countries is due in large part to a lack of variance in the
independent variable of resources (Alexander, 2001).
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Fuller (1987) examined 60 multivariate studies of the effects of school resources
in developing countries and concluded that increasing resources in poor countries
improve performance. Fuller and Clarke (1994) updated this review and concluded
that even when family background is controlled, school factors such as school
infrastructure, class size, teachers’ experience and qualifications, and the availability
of instructional materials increase student performance. The majority of school
resource effects derive from basic resources such as textbooks and teacher education
(Heyneman and Loxley, 1983; Fuller, 1987; Fuller and Clarke, 1994; Buchmann,
2002).

Baker and LeTendre (2000) argued that this effect could be due to a threshold
effect of school resources. These authors called for more research into the
comparative role of school effects. Baker et al. (2002) provided a partial answer to
that call with an examination of the Third International Mathematics and Science
Study (TIMSS) data. They attempted to replicate Heyneman and Loxley’s findings
by examining a current data set, the TIMSS 1995 survey of eighth graders in
mathematics. The study analyzed explained variance for rich and poorer countries to
determine whether SES or school characteristics explained more of the variance.
The authors found no effects of school resources for richer or poorer countries after
controlling for students’ family backgrounds. They argued that part of the reason for
not finding an effect of school resources in poorer countries was that due to
economic growth, such countries had moved beyond the threshold at which schools
are so underfunded that school resources matter.

Hanushek and Luque (2003) also studied the international effects of school
resources by assessing effects on mathematics achievement using the TIMSS 1995
data. These authors took into account the order in which variables are entered into
the regression analysis and defined an upper and lower bound for the effect of
school resources. They argued that their results disproved the Heyneman and Loxley
pattern and showed that school resources do not make any large significant
difference after controlling for family background. They concluded that researchers
should focus on the effects of school organisation instead of school resources.

The TIMSS survey asked administrators about school resources with the
following question: “In your opinion, is your school’s capacity to provide instruction
affected by a shortage or inadequacy of any of the following?” The TIMSS
questionnaire then listed nineteen different school resources from teacher
qualifications, to textbooks, to computers with response categories of “none,” “a
little,” “some,” “a lot,” and “not applicable.” Unfortunately these questions rely on
teachers’ subjective judgments about levels of school resources. Perceptions of how
the “availability of qualified mathematics teachers” or “inadequacy of instructional
materials” can affect instruction may vary dramatically between countries and by
different regions within countries. Administrators in different countries and in
different schools can easily have different definitions of what constitutes a qualified
teacher or inadequate instructional materials. This means that the TIMSS resource
variables can tell us little about objective differences in levels of resources between
different countries.

Another problem with using TIMSS to update Heyneman and Loxley’s (1983)
research is that the countries in the TIMSS sample may be too wealthy to adequately
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test the continuation of the Heyneman and Loxley effect. The TIMSS sample has an
average per capita income of $14,988, compared to the 1995 global average of
$5,252. Tests of the effect of schooling in poorer countries by Baker et al. (2002)
and Hanushek and Luquq (2003) used a sample of countries with an average per
capita income that was 300 per cent of the global average. ' In contrast, Heyneman
and Loxley’s sample of countries had an average per capita income only 50 per cent
greater than the global average ($1,613 as compared with $1,043).

Table 2.1: Mean and Standard Deviation of Per Capita Income in 1990 dollars among six
major international studies of school achievement.

Variable Obs. Median Mean S.D. Min Max
1974 PCI 152 592 1704 2386 30 12957
Heyneman&Lox. 26 1359 2793 2465 207 7069
1995 PCI 178 1582 5850 9380 66 45112
Timss95 popl 23 18313 17462 10893 1187 41016
Timss95 pop2 36 15967 16558 12552 1187 43550
Timss95 pop3 19 20012 19350 12447 1603 43550
1997 PCI 178 1647 5945 9034 110 42096
PEIC 11 2842 3409 2191 744 8298
1999 PCI 178 1584 6037 9282 105 44206
PISA 41 15389 16373 12693 740 44206
Timss 1999 38 4123 10365 10726 300 34386

Note: Per capita income (PCI) data comes from International Monetary Fund (2000)

Table 2.1 provides information on the per capita income (in 1990 dollars) for
countries included in 6 major international studies of achievement, which have been
used to test and update Heyneman and Loxley’s (1983) findings. Along with the
sample-specific per capita income averages, we list the average for all countries in
the IMF (2004) data base for that year. It is clear that the TIMSS 1995 and 1999
samples, along with the 1999 sample from PISA (Program for International Student
Assessment), an OECD-sponsored international study, capture relatively advantaged
populations, compared to the global averages. By contrast, the countries sampled by
Heyneman and Loxley (1983) were much closer to the global average and much
lower overall, as were the countries in a 1997 international study, the PEIC (Primer
Estudio Internacional Comparativo), which focuses on Latin American countries
(Casassus et al., 1998).

1 The global per capita income data derive from the International Monetary Fund (IMF). The
IMF does not provide statistics for Cuba, but given the economic crisis in Cuba and
international sanctions, the per capita income is probably equal to or below the median
income of other Latin American countries.
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Adding the PEIC to the examination of differences across surveys is helpful
because it is a recent study (like TIMSS and PISA), yet it focused on poorer
countries (like Heyneman and Loxley). In Table 2.2, we compare three studies:
Heyneman and Loxley (1983), Baker et al. (2002), and Long’s (2006) analysis of the
PEIC. The PEIC results are much closer to Heyneman and Loxley’s results not only
in per capita income, but also in achievement variance explained by school
resources, lending credence to the notion that among poor countries, variation in
school resources can matter substantially for student achievement.

Table 2.2: Per Capita Income (in 1990 dollars) and Per cent of Total Variance Explained by
School Resources

Panel A: Per Capita Income (in 1990 Dollars)

Data Mean S.D. Min Max
Heyneman and Loxley 1983 2896 2476 207 7069
Baker et al 2002° 17429 11531 1562 43550
Long 2006¢ 3409 2191 744 8298

Panel B: Per cent of Total Variance Explained by School Resources

Data | Mean S.D. Min Max
Heyneman and Loxley 1983 ¢ 50.52 18.71 22 88
Baker et al 2002° 34.44 17.12 6 79
Long 2006¢ 56.73 17.17 22 75
Notes:

a. Heyneman and Loxley (1983) examined the following countries: Uganda, Bolivia, Egypt,
Iran, El Salvador, Thailand, Peru, Paraguay, Colombia, Brazil, Botswana, Chile, Mexico,
Hungary, Argentina, New Zealand, Australia, Italy, United Kingdom, Belgium (Flemish),
Belgium (French), Netherlands, Finland, Germany, Sweden, United States, and Japan.

b. Baker et al. (2002) examined the following countries: Russia, Romania, Thailand,
Colombia, Latvia, Lithuania, Slovak Republic, Hungary, Czech Republic, Korea, Slovenia,
Greece, Portugal, Cyprus, New Zealand, Spain, Israel, Australia, Canada, Hong Kong,
France, United Kingdom, Belgium (Flemish), Belgium (French), Singapore, Netherlands,
Ireland, Austria, Germany, Iceland, Denmark, United States, Norway, and Switzerland.

c. Long (2006) examined the following countries: Honduras, Bolivia, Dominican Republic,
Paraguay, Colombia, Brazil, Venezuela, Chile, Mexico, and Argentina (Cuba was excluded
from this analysis due to a lack of comparable IMF data on per capita income).

Close inspection of these three studies suggests that it is the income levels of the
countries selected, not the time the studies were conducted, that account for the
contrasting findings. Figure 2.2 displays the results of all three studies. First,
Heyneman and Loxley examined 1971-1974 data from 26 countries and compared
the per cent of explained variance in achievement accounted for by school resources
to the per capita income of each country. (The 26 countries are represented by
circles in Figure 2.2). They found that school effects were larger in poorer countries.
The mean per capita income for the counties they studied was $2,896 and a mean of
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51 per cent of explained variance was attributable to school resources (see Table
2.2). Second, Baker et al. (2002) replicated Heyneman and Loxley’s analysis with a
richer set of countries using data from the 1995 TIMMS survey. These countries had
an average per capita income of $17,429, and an average of 34 per cent of explained
variance accounted for by school resources (see Table 2.2). On their own, points in
the scatter plot from TIMSS (see the squares in Figure 2.2) show no clear trend in
the relation between per capita income and per cent of variance accounted for by
school resources. Third, Long (2006) examined 1997 data from Latin American
countries with a per capita income similar to Heyneman and Loxley’s: $3,409 for
Long (2006) and $2,896 for Heyneman and Loxley (1983) (see Table 2.2). Long
regressed parents’ education, books in the home, region, school sector and the
school resource variables of teacher’s experience, number of library books, class
size, school size, availability of textbooks, chalkboards, and other resources on
student achievement. In eleven of these Latin American countries, an average of 57
per cent of the explained variance was accounted for by school resources. Long’s
findings confirm those of Heyneman and Loxley, and suggest there is a clear
threshold beyond which variation in school resources matters little.”

We tested a threshold model of school resources by combining the data points
from the three studies whose results are displayed in Figure 2.2.° We found that a
model with a threshold of $16,000 per capita income had an R* of 31 per cent
compared to an R* of 9 per cent for a simple linear regression of per capita income
on per cent of variation accounted for by resources. This provided clear statistical
evidence of a better fit for the threshold model.* The two regression lines (above and
below the threshold) are displayed in Figure 2.2. For countries with per capita
incomes below $16,000, higher levels of per capital income are associated with
sharply lower proportions of achievement attributable to school resources. For
countries above this threshold, higher levels of per capita income are associated with
very slightly (though statistically significant) lower levels of variance explained. It is
particularly interesting to note that in combination with data points from Heyneman
and Loxley (1983) and Long (2006), the results from Baker et al. (2002) also point
to a threshold effect (see Figure 2.2).

2 Heyneman and Loxley (1983) and Baker et al. (2003) used different approaches to compute
percentages of variance explained by school resources; the former computed it as the ratio of
variance explained by school resources over variance explained by family background and
school resources combined, while the latter computed the difference between variance
explained by family background and school resources combined, and variance explained by
family background alone. The PEIC data points in Figure 2 were computed using the former
approach, but the the threshold model holds equally well under either approach (see Long
2006).

3 We estimated the following model: Y-hat = BO + B1*(countries with a PCI below the
threshold) + B2*(countries with a PCI below the threshold). Next, we examined thresholds in
$1000 increments between $5000 and $20,000. We used the R-squared of each model to
choose a best fit model, and this criterion yielded a threshold of $16,000.

4 The simple OLS model was: Y-hat = B0 + B1*(PCI )
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Figure 2.2: The Relation between Per cent of Variance Explained by Resources vs. Per
Capita Income (in 1990 Dollars)

Note: Sources: Heyneman and Loxley, 1983; Baker et al., 2002; Long, 2006.

In sum, international evidence shows that school resources do have a strong
effect on student achievement for the poorest countries. This result suggests that the
Coleman report finding of a limited association between school resources and
achievement once family background is controlled holds only for countries that have
passed a threshold of basic school resources and experience a diminishing (though
non-zero) marginal return to additional school resources.

SCHOOL EFFECTS AND POLICY DEBATES

Sector, Choice, and Vouchers

In the early 1980s, Coleman revisited the issue of school effects with new research
on Catholic and other private high schools. Using a 1980 national survey called
High School and Beyond, Coleman, Hoffer, and Kilgore (1982) and Coleman and
Hoffer (1987) reported that Catholic and other private high schools produced higher
achievement than public high schools. Moreover, achievement was more equitably
distributed by social class in Catholic than in public schools. Interestingly, the
political characterisation of Coleman’s findings shifted from his earlier work. In the
1960s and 1970s, liberal policies were threatened by the (incorrect) perception that
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“schools don’t matter, families do.” Meanwhile, conservative policies were
bolstered by the emphasis on families as the source of inequality. By the 1980s,
when Coleman did find school effects, his results were embraced by conservatives
who favoured vouchers for private schools, while liberals questioned the purported
private-school advantage.

While there is a contradiction in the popular responses to the 1966 and 1982
Coleman studies, there is no contradiction in the research results, despite the limited
school effects found in the Coleman Report and the positive school effects found in
the later high school studies. Coleman et al. (1966) found a limited effect of school
resources based on a study of public schools. In his 1982 and 1987 studies Coleman
expanded his sample to include public and private schools and found a positive
effect of private schools on student performance.

Debates about School Choice and Vouchers

Another legacy of the Coleman report is a regular reference to social science
research in public debates about school reforms. We can see this legacy clearly in
the research on school vouchers and school choice. Much of the debate about the
role of school resources within schools has focused on the efficiency gains from
increased school choice, charter schools, school restructuring, private versus public
schools, and the effects of privatisation. Several writers have argued that increased
school choice or privatisation increases both quality and efficiency in education
(e.g., Chubb and Moe, 1990, Friedman, 1955). Howell and Peterson (2002) cited
evidence from New York and Cincinnati to argue that vouchers can also improve
equity by increasing academic achievement for African Americans and can diminish
educational inequalities between racial and ethnic groups. Others have argued that
school vouchers increase educational inequalities (Witte, 1998, Krueger and Zhu,
2004a) and do not improve student performance (Carnoy, 2001, Carnoy and
McEwan, 1999).

Chubb and Moe (1990) reported evidence of positive effects of private schools
on achievement due to increased school autonomy. Peterson et al. (1999) found
positive effects of vouchers on achievement based on the evidence from the first two
years of an experimental allocation of vouchers in Cleveland. In a second
experimental study of vouchers in Dayton Ohio, Washington DC, and New York
City, Howell and Peterson (2002) found no effect of vouchers for white and
Hispanic students but a positive effect of vouchers for African American students in
certain grades and locations.

Other researchers have examined the same evidence from private schools and
vouchers programs and found that they increase stratification with little or no gain in
achievement. Lee and Bryk criticised Chubb and Moe’s methodology and re-
examined their data to find no evidence for Chubb and Moe’s pro voucher argument
(Bryk and Lee, 1993, Lee and Bryk, 1993). Researchers at the University of Indiana
School of Education conducted a four-year longitudinal study of the Cleveland
voucher experiment and found no consistent effect of vouchers (Metcalf et al.,
2003). Krueger re-examined the data from the New York City voucher experiment
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and likewise found no effect of school vouchers (Krueger and Zhu, 2004a, 2004b).
Evidence from Milwaukee also shows a stratifying effect of vouchers (Witte, 2000).
While the Milwaukee voucher program was targeted to low-income families,
Witte’s (2000) research found that the more educated among the poor were the most
likely to take advantage of the program. The result of the voucher program was an
increase in stratification with a limited increase in achievement.

Nationwide voucher programs have been implemented in Chile, Colombia,
Scotland, Sweden, and New Zealand.’ Evidence from Sweden and Chile seemed to
show some stratifying effect of vouchers (Carnoy, 1998), as did school choice in
Scotland (Willms and Echols, 1992). An examination of New Zealand’s voucher
program found numerous problems with the system of school competition,
especially with questions about how to deal with failing or “bankrupt” schools
(Fiske and Ladd, 2000). McEwan (2000) reviewed the literature on large-scale
voucher programs and found mixed and inconclusive evidence as to whether the
programs increased stratification and sorting or improved efficiency and
achievement.

In a study of Latin American schools, Somers et al. (2004) found that the
positive effect of private schools on achievement disappeared when the mean level
SES of the school was controlled. Somers et al. (2004) argued that any benefits of
private education are due to peer effects and that a policy of subsidising private
education will only lead to limited benefits due to the small number of high-SES
peers.

The Coleman report has played a strong role in shifting the focus of debates
about school inequalities from inadequate resources to the ways in which resources
are used. Debates about the structure of schools and the impact of private versus
public schools have been influenced by the findings about composition effects and
the importance of family background first described in EEO.

CHANGING CONCEPTIONS OF EQUALITY OF EDUCATIONAL
OPPORTUNITY

Equality of Educational Opportunity was a landmark not only in its empirical
findings, but also in its conception of what equal opportunity meant. Prior to the
Coleman report, equal opportunity was conceived as similar levels of inputs to
schooling (Coleman, 1968). EEO recognised this view and attended to it by
examining school differences in expenditures, laboratories, libraries, and so on, as
well as racial composition which, following the Supreme Court’s declaration that
“separate educational facilities are inherently unequal” (Brown vs. Board of
Education, 1954, p.495), was also viewed as a school input. At the same time,
Coleman and his colleagues redefined equality of opportunity by focusing on results.

A fourth type of inequality may be defined in terms of consequences of the
school for individuals with equal backgrounds and abilities. In this definition,

5 Colombia’s program was targeted to poor families, while the other three were nation wide
programs.
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equality of educational opportunity is equality of results, given the same individual
input (Coleman, 1968, p.14).

This was the main definition of equal opportunity addressed in EEO, and it has
also served as the primary focus for decades of research on school and schooling
effects that have followed EEO. These studies ask, “Controlling for family
background, what school and schooling conditions influence achievement?” By
controlling for individual inputs, these studies assess equality of results among
students with similar backgrounds.

Although EEQ’s definition lies behind most subsequent research, two challenges
to the prevailing view have emerged. One was articulated by Olneck (1993), who
argued that equal inputs and equal results are similar in that both emphasise
distributions of valued goods. With rising interest in diversity and multiculturalism,
Olneck argued, two other concepts may serve as the basis for judgments about equal
opportunity: representation and participation. Multicultural education demands that
the expressions and experiences of disadvantaged groups be represented in the
curriculum and recognised as valued knowledge. Only when the ideas of all groups
are represented can equal opportunity be said to hold. Similarly, equal opportunity
also rests on the chances for minority groups to participate in the process of defining
the experiences of schooling and the criteria by which school success is judged. In
the absence of equal representation and participation, unequal outcomes are likely to
persist since the terms of success are dictated by dominant groups and located in
criteria that best preserve their place in the social hierarchy. Support for this view
may be found in Jencks and Phillips’ (1998) analysis of test bias as a basis for the
black-white test-score gap. Although test items are not prejudicial per se, in the
sense of being inaccessible to blacks on the basis of their experience, the privileged
position of standardised tests as a criterion of success despite their questionable
substantive validity works to the persistent disadvantage of blacks. Greater
opportunity for blacks to participate in determining the criteria of success might lead
to more widespread use of other signals in which blacks would fare better.

A second challenge to the prevailing definition of equal opportunity was
presaged by Coleman et al. (1966), though it was not their main focus.

A fifth type of inequality may be defined in terms of consequences of the school
for individuals of unequal backgrounds and abilities. In this definition, equality of
educational opportunity is equality of results given different individual inputs. The
most striking example of inequality here would be children from households in
which a language other than English, such as Spanish or Navaho, is spoken. Other
examples would be low-achieving children from homes in which there is a poverty
of verbal expression or an absence of experiences which lead to conceptual facility
(Coleman, 1968, p.17).

In this conception, equal opportunity means equal results even among students
from different social backgrounds. Thus, equality would be indicated by a regression
model in which results are equal across groups without controlling for background
conditions. This view places an extraordinary burden on schools: educators are
charged with obtaining equal results among students who come to school with
varying individual resources and experiences. Yet this is exactly the stance taken by
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current federal legislation in the U.S. The hallmark of the No Child Left Behind Act
(NCLB; 2002), signed by President George W. Bush on January 8, 2002, is that all
students will be judged “proficient” on standardised tests as of the school year 2013-
14. In the space of a dozen years, schools around the country are expected to
eliminate vast gaps in proficiency among subgroups. NCLB is distinctive in that
schools are required to report not just overall averages, but the achievement average
for each population subgroup that is of sufficient size for reliable estimation. Tests
are designed and proficiency standards are set by states, not by the federal
government, and cross-state variation in what counts as proficient is already evident
(Olson, 2005), but in all cases the requirement to eliminate subgroup differences is a
substantial challenge. In the decentralised system of U.S. education, the federal
government cannot actually impose standards on schools, but it has tied federal
funding to adherence to the law, and while several states have raised objections and
even filed suit against the federal government, no state has turned down the federal
funding and thus all are accountable for equal results.

Despite its obvious appeal, this conception of equal opportunity faces constraints
that may limit its survival. First, in a time of strained budgets and competing
demands, it seems unlikely that substantial compensatory resources will become
available that will lead to equal results across subgroups that come from unequal
backgrounds. Second, even if such resources were available, it is not clear that
existing knowledge of educational effects would suffice to direct those resources to
effective programs that would eliminate achievement gaps by 2013-2014. As we
have seen, researchers have had more success in assessing the size of school and
teacher effects than in identifying specific school and teacher conditions that
promote higher achievement.

NCLB has its own theories about how gaps can be reduced. The law requires
“highly qualified” teachers in every classroom, specified as teachers with college
degrees, teacher certification, and subject matter competence. While the latter has
been empirically associated with higher test scores (Goldhaber and Brewer, 2000),
the association, like other effects, is modest. NCLB insists that students in failing
schools be offered the chance to choose another school (public or private), and to
receive free tutoring. Evidence on the achievement benefits of school choice is
mixed (e.g., Howell and Peterson, 2002; Krueger and Zhu, 2004a); evidence on
tutoring is limited but promising (e.g., Borman et al., 2005). The law also urges
teachers to engage in practices supported by “scientific evidence”; while this
principle seems promising in the long run, at present few programs and policies have
rigorous evidence of causal effects (Comprehensive School Reform Quality Center,
2005).

In light of these challenges, accountability efforts under NCLB may shift more
towards a “value-added” approach instead of the current approach that relies on
reaching predetermined achievement targets to determine school success or failure.
Value-added assessments emphasise growth in student achievement, taking into
account where students begin and how much they gain over a period of time.
Recently, the U.S. department of education announced it would allow 10 states to
implement achievement growth measures in their accountability systems, on a pilot
basis (Olson and Hoff, 2005). On the one hand, a value-added approach seems both
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more fair and more realistic, in that it recognises that an effective school is one that
serves its students well, rather than one that hits a predetermined target. On the other
hand, the value-added approach reverts to EEO’s conception of equal opportunity, in
the sense that equality means equality of results taking account of initial differences
among students. Without some attention to absolute standards, the goal of equal
results for different subgroups is unlikely to be approached.

CONCLUSIONS

Equality of Educational Opportunity Today

Forty years on, the findings of the Coleman report hold up remarkably well, in some
ways distressingly so. In the U.S., school segregation outside the south has returned
to nearly its level in the late 1960s on some indicators: most blacks study in schools
with 50 per cent or greater minority enrolment. This fact in part reflects the
changing U.S. population, which has a much greater proportion of minority students
overall, but it also reflects the rollback of school desegregation policies (Orfield,
2001). Most whites, by contrast, are enrolled in schools that are predominantly
white. The black/white achievement gap, which declined notably until about 1990,
has been stable since then. Student achievement still varies substantially within
schools (in the U.S. and other developed countries), and this variation is still tied to
students’ social and economic backgrounds.

In light of these persisting patterns, the lessons of EEO and the research that
followed in its wake leave little room for optimism about the power of schools and
schooling to bring about equality of opportunity in the sense of equality of results,
let alone equal participation. What would it take for contemporary policies to bring
about equal opportunity? This could occur in one of two ways. First, policies could
be enacted across the board, that have greater benefits for disadvantaged students
than for their more advantaged peers. Second, policies that have similar effects on
all students could be focused mainly on disadvantaged students. The school choice
provision of NCLB may fit the first category, in that private schools have in some
studies been shown to benefit minority students more than other students (Coleman,
Hoffer, and Kilgore, 1982; Bryk, Lee, and Holland, 1993; Howell and Peterson,
2002). NCLB policies on teacher qualifications, evidence-based practice, and
tutoring may fit the second category. These provisions may do little on their own to
close gaps; however if they are primarily directed towards schools that enrol high
proportions of disadvantaged students, they may make a difference.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

The research reported in this paper was supported by the William T. Grant
Foundation and by the School of Education at the University of Wisconsin-Madison.



42 ADAM GAMORAN & DANIEL A. LONG

REFERENCES

Applebee, AN., Langer, J.A., Nystrand, M., & Gamoran, G. (2003). Discussion based
approaches to developing understanding: Classroom instruction and student performance
in Middle and High School English. American Educational Research Journal, 40 (3),
685-730.

Alexander, K.L. (2001). Comment: The clouded crystal ball. Trends in educational
stratification. Sociology of Education [Extra Issue: Current of Thought. Sociology of
Education at the Dawn of the 21st Century], 74, 169-177.

Alexander, K.L., & Pallas, A.M. (1993). Private schools and public policy: New evidence on
cognitive achievement in public and private schools. Sociology of Education, 56, 170-82.

Averch, H. A., Carroll, S.J., Donaldson, T.S., Kiesling, H.J., & Pincus, J.(1974). How
Effective is Schooling? A Critical Review of Research. Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey:
Educational Technology Publications.

Barr, R., & Dreeben, R. (1983). How Schools Work. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Baker, D. P., & LeTendre, G.K. (2000). Comparative sociology of classroom processes,
school organisation, and achievement. In Maureen T. Hallinan (Ed.). Handbook of the
Sociology of Education. New York: Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers, 345-364.

Baker, D.P., Goesling, B., & LeTendre, G.K. ( 2002). Socioeconomic status, school quality
and national economic development: A cross-national analysis of the “Heyneman-Loxley
Effect” on Mathematics and Science achievement. Comparative Education Review, 46
(3), 291-312.

Bidwell, C. E. & Kasarda, J.D. (1980, august). Conceptualising and measuring the effects of
school and schooling. American Journal of Education, 88 (4), 401-430.

Borman, G.D. (2002). Experiments for educational evaluation and improvement. Peabody
Journal of Education, 77 (4), 7-27.

Borman, G. D., Slavin, R. E., Cheung, A. C. K., Chamberlain, A. M., Madden, N.A., &
Chambers, B. (2005). The national randomised field trial of Success for All: Second-year
outcomes. American Educational Research Journal, 42, 673-696.

Bowles, S., & Levin, H.M. (1968). The determinants of scholastic achievement — An
appraisal of some recent evidence. The Journal of Human Resources, 3 (1), 3-24.

Brown v. Board of Education, 347 U.S. 483 (1954).

Buchmann, C. (2002). Measuring family background in international studies of education:
Conceptual issues and methodological challenges. In A.C. Porter & A. Gamoran (Eds.).
Methodological Advances in Cross-National Surveys of Educational Achievement.
Washington DC: National Academy Press.

Bryk, A.S., & Lee, V.E. (1993). Science or policy argument? A rejoinder to Chubb and Moe.
In E. Rasell & R. Rothstein (Eds.). School Choice Examining the Evidence, Washington,
D.C.: Economic Policy Institute, 241-244.

Bryk, A.S., Lee, V.E., & Holland, P.B. (1993). Catholic Schools and the Common Good.
Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press.

Bryk, A.S., & Raudenbush, S.W. (1988). Toward a more appropriate conceptualisation of
research on school effects: A three level model. American Journal of Education, 97, 65-
108.

Bryk, A.S., & Raudenbush, S.W. (2002). Hierarchical Linear Models: Applications and Data
Analysis Methods (2™ edition). Newbury Park: Sage Publications.

Carnoy, M. (1998). National voucher plans in Chile and Sweden: Did privatisation make for
better education? Comparative Education Review, 42 (3), 309-337.

Carnoy, M. (2001). School Vouchers: Examining the Evidence. Washington, DC: Economic
Policy Institute.



EQUALITY OF EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITY 43

Carnoy, M., & McEwan, P.J. (2003). Does privatisation improve education? The case of
Chile’s national voucher plan. In David N. Plank & Gary Sykes (Eds.). Choosing Choice:
School Choice in International Perspective. New York: Teachers College Press.

Casassus, J., Curato, S., Froemel, J.E., & Palafox, J.C. (1998). Primer estudio internacional
comparativo sobre Lenguaje, Matemadtica y factores asociados en Tercer y Cuarto grado
[First international comparative study of Language, Mathematics and other associated
factors in Third and Fourth level students]. Santiago, Chile: UNESCO.

Casassus, J., Curato, S., Froemel, J.E., & Palafox, J.C. (2000). Primer estudio internacional
comparativo sobre lenguaje, matemdtica y factores asociados, para alumnos del tercer y
cuarto grado de la Educacion Bdsica - Segundo informe [First international comparative
study of Language, Mathematics and other associated factors in Third and Fourth level of
elementary school students — Second Report]. Santiago, Chile: UNESCO.

Casassus, J., Curato, S., Froemel, J.E., & Palafox, J.C. (2001). Primer estudio internacional
comparativo sobre lenguaje, matematica y factores asociados, para alumnos del tercer y
cuarto grado de la Educacién Bésica - Informe Técnico [First international comparative
study of Language, Mathematics and other associated factors in Third and Fourth level of
elementary school students — Technical report]. Santiago, Chile: UNESCO.

Chubb, J.E., & Moe, T.M. (1990). Politics, Markets, and America’s Schools. Washington,
D.C.: The Brookings Institution

Clotfelter, C.T. (2004). After Brown: The Rise and Retreat of School Desegregation.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Coleman, J.S. (1968). The concept of equality of educational opportunity. Harvard
Educational Review, 38, 7-22.

Coleman, J.S. (1990). Equality and Achievement in Education. Boulder: Westview Press.

Coleman, J.S., Campbell, E.Q., Hobson, C.J., McPartland, F., Mood, A.M., Weinfeld, G.D.,
& York. R.L. (1966). Equality of Educational Opportunity. Washington, DC: U.S.
Government Printing Office..

Coleman, J.S., & Hoffer, T. (1987). Public and Private High Schools: The Impact of
Communities. New York : Basic Books.

Coleman, J.S., Hoffer, T.,& Kilgore, S.B. (1982). High School Achievement: Public, Catholic,
and Other Private Schools Compared. New York: Basic Books.

Coleman, J. S., Kelly, S. D. & Moore, J. A. (1975). Trends in School Segregation, 1968-73.
Washington, D.C.: The Urban Institute (722-03-01).

Comprehensive School Reform Quality Center. (2005). CSRQ Center Report on elementary
school comprehensive school reform models [On line]. Available at:
http://www.air.org/news/documents/ES%20CSRQ%20Report%20-%20Full.pdf

Downey, D.B., Hippel, P.T. von, & Broh, B. (2004). Are schools the great equaliser?
Cognitive inequality during the summer months and the school year. American
Sociological Review, 69 (5), 613-635.

Entwisle, D.R., Alexander, K.L., & Olson, L.S. (1997). Children, Schools, and Inequality.
Baltimore MD: Westview.

Finn, J.P., & Achilles, C.M. (1999). Tennessee’s class size study: Findings, implications, and
misconceptions. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 21, 97-110.

Friedman, M. (1955). The role of government in education. In R.S. Solo (Ed.). Economics
and the Public Interest. New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 123-144.

Fiske, E.B., & Ladd, H.F. (2000). When Schools Compete: A Cautionary Tale. Washington,
D.C.: Brookings Institution Press.

Fuller, B. (1987). What school factors raise achievement in the developing world? Review of
Educational Research, 57, 255-292.



44 ADAM GAMORAN & DANIEL A. LONG

Fuller, B., & Clarke, P. (1994, spring). Raising school effects while ignoring culture? Local
conditions, and the influence of classroom tools, rules, and pedagogy. Review of
Educational Research. 64 (1), 119-157.

Gamoran, A. (1992). The variable effects of High School tracking. American Sociological
Review. 57 (6), 812-828.

Gamoran, A. (1996). Effects of schooling on children and families. In A. Booth and J. F.
Dunn (Eds.), Family-School Links: How Do They Affect Educational Outcomes?
Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum, 107-114

Gamoran, A.& An, B. (2005). Effects of school segregation and school resources in a
changing policy context. Paper presented at the meeting of the Research Committee on
Social Stratification (RC28) of the International Sociological Association, Los Angeles,
CA.

Gamoran, A., & Mare, R.D. (1989). Secondary school tracking and educational inequality:
Compensation, reinforcement, or neutrality? American Journal of Sociology, 94 (5),
1146-1183.

Gamoran, A., Secada, W.G., & Marte, C.B. (2000). The organisational context of teaching
and learning. In Maureen T. Hallinan (Ed.). Handbook of the Sociology of Education,
New York: Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers, 37-63.

Gamoran, A., Nystrand, M., Berends, M., & LePore, P.C. (1995). An organisational analysis
of the effects of ability grouping. American Educational Research Journal, 32, 687-715.

Greenwald, R., Hedges, L.V, & Laine, R.D. (1996a). The effect of school resources on
student achievement. Review of Educational Research, 66, 361-396.

Greenwald, R., Hedges, L.V, & Laine, R.D. (1996b). Interpreting research on school
resources and student achievement: A rejoinder to Hanushek. Review of Educational
Research, 66, 411-416.

Grissmer, D., Flanagan, A., & Williamson, S. (1998). Why did the black-white score gap
narrow in the 1970s and 1980s? In C. Jencks & M. Phillips (Eds.), The Black-White Test
Score Gap. Washington, DC: Brookings, 182-226.

Goldberger, A.S., & Cain, G.C. (1982). The causal analysis of cognitive outcomes in the
Coleman, Hoffer and Kilgore Report. Sociology of Education, 55 (2/3), 103-122.

Goldhaber, D.D., & Brewer, D.J. (2000). Does teacher certification matter? High school
teacher certification status and student achievement. Educational Evaluation and Policy
Analysis, 22, 129-145.

Hanushek, E.A. (1979). Conceptual and empirical issue in the estimation of educational
production functions. The Journal of Human Resources, 14, 351-388.

Hanushek, E.A. (1989). The impact of differential expenditures on school performance.
Educational Researcher, 18 (4), 45-51.

Hanushek, E.A. (1994). Making Schools Work: Improving Performance and Controlling
Costs. Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institutions.

Hanushek, E.A. (1996). A more complete picture of school resource policies. Review of
Educational Research, 66, 367-409.

Hanushek, E.A. (1997). Assessing the effects of school resources on student performance: An
update. Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 19, 141-164.

Hanushek, E.A., & Kain, J.F. (1972). On the value of equality of educational opportunity as a
guide to public policy. In F. Mosteller & D. P. Moynihan (Eds.). On Equality of
Educational Opportunity. New York: Vintage Books, 116-145.

Hanushek, E.A., & Luque. J.A. (2003). Efficiency and equity in schools around the world.
Economics of Education Review, 22, 481-502.

Hedges, L.V., Laine, R.D. & Greenwald, R. (1994). Does money matter: A meta-analysis of
studies of the effects of differential school inputs on student outcomes. Educational
Researcher, 23, 5-14.



EQUALITY OF EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITY 45

Heyneman, S.P. (1975). Influences on academic achievement in Uganda: A “Coleman
Report” from a non-industrialised society. Doctoral dissertation, University of Chicago,
Illinois.

Heyneman, S.P. (1976). A brief note on the relationship between socioeconomic status and
test performance among Ugandan primary school children. Comparative Education
Review, 20, 42-47.

Heyneman, S.P., & Loxley, W.A. (1983). The effect of primary school quality on academic
achievement across twenty-nine high and low income countries. American Journal of
Sociology, 88, 1162-1194.

Heyns, B. (1974). Social selection and stratification within schools. American Journal of
Sociology. 74, 1434-1451.

Heyns, B. (1978). Summer Learning and the Effects of Schooling. New York : Academic
Press.

Hodgson, G. (1975). Do schools make a difference? In D. M. Levine & M. J. Bane (Eds.),
The Inequality Controversy: Schooling and Distributive Justice. New York: Basic Books,
22-44.

Howell, W.G., & Peterson, P.E. (2002). The Education Gap: Vouchers and Urban Schools.
Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution Press.

Institute for Scientific Information (ISI). (1983). Social Sciences Citation Index 1976-1980: 5
Year Cumulation. Philadelphia, PA: Institute for Scientific Information.

Institute for Scientific Information (ISI). (1987). Social Sciences Citation Index 1981-1985: 5
Year Cumulation. Philadelphia, PA: Institute for Scientific Information.

Institute for Scientific Information (ISI). (1979a). Social Sciences Citation Index 1966-1970:
5 Year Cumulation. Philadelphia, PA: Institute for Scientific Information.

Institute for Scientific Information (ISI). (1979b). Social Sciences Citation Index 1971-1975:
5 Year Cumulation. Philadelphia, PA: Institute for Scientific Information.

International Monetary Fund (IMF) (2000). World Economic Outlook Database April 2000
[On line]. Available: http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/weo/2000/01/data/index.htm
Jencks, C.S. (1972). The Coleman Report and the conventional wisdom. In F. Mosteller & D.
P. Moynihan (Eds.). On Equality of Educational Opportunity, New York: Vintage Books,

69-115

Jencks, C., Smith, M., Acland, H., Bane, M.S., Cohen, D., Gintis, H., Heyns, B., &
Michelson, S. (1972). Inequality: A Reassessment of the Effect of Family and Schooling in
America. New York: Basic Books.

Jencks, C., & Phillips, M. (Eds.) (1998). The Black-White Test Score Gap. Washington, DC:
Brookings Institution Press.

Kozol, J. (1994). Savage Inequalities: Children in America’s Schools. New York: Harper
Perennial.

Krueger, A.B., & Zhu, P. (2004a). Another look at the New York city school voucher
experiment. American Behavioral Scientist, 47 (4), 658-698.

Krueger, A.B., & Zhu, P. (2004b). Inefficiency, subsample selection bias, and nonrobustness:
A response to Paul E. Peterson and William G. Howell. American Behavioral Scientist, 47
(4), 718-728.

Lee, V.E., Bryk, A.S. (1993). Science or policy argument? A review of the quantitative
evidence in Chubb and Moe’s politics markets and America’s schools. In Edith Rasell &
Richard Rothstein (Eds.). School Choice: Examining the Evidence. Washington, D.C.:
Economic Policy Institute, 185-208.

Long, D. (2006, forthcoming). School resources, school organisation, autonomy, and
achievement in Latin America. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Department of
Sociology, University of Wisconsin, Madison.



46 ADAM GAMORAN & DANIEL A. LONG

Manski, C.F. (1995). Identification Problems in the Social Sciences. Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press.

McEwan, P. (2000, summer). The potential impact of large-scale voucher programs. Review
of Educational Research, 70 (2), 103-149.

Metcalf, K.K., West,S.D., Legan, N.A., Paul, K.M, & Boone, W.J. (2003). Evaluation of the
Cleveland Scholarship and Tutoring Program: Summary report 1998-2002. Bloomington,
Indiana: Indiana University-School of Education.

Montagnes, 1. (2001). Thematic Studies: Textbooks and Learning Materials 1990-1999 [On
line]. Paris: UNESCO. Available: http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/001234/ 123487¢.pdf

Mosteller, F., & Moynihan, D.P. (1972). A pathbreaking report further studies of the Coleman
Report. In Frederick Mosteller & Daniel P. Moynihan (Eds.). On Equality of Educational
Opportunity. New York: Vintage Books, 3-68.

No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, Pub. L. No. 107-110, 115, Stat. 1425 (2002).

Oakes, J. (2005). Keeping Track: How Schools Structure Inequality (2™ Edition). New
Haven: Yale University.

Olneck, M.R. (1993). Terms of inclusion: Has multiculturalism redefined equality in
American education? American Journal of Education, 101, 234-260.

Olson, L. (2005). Nationwide standards eyed anew. Education Week, 25 (14), 1-24.

Olson, L., & Hoff, D. (2005, november 30). U.S. to pilot new gauge of growth. Education
Week, 25 (13), 1 -16.

Orfield, G., & Eaton, S.E. (1997). Dismantling Desegregation: The Quiet Reversal of Brown
vs. Board of Education. New York: The New Press

Orfield, G. (2001). Schools more separate: Consequences of a decade of resegregation.[On
line]. Harvard  University: The Civil Rights Project. Available:
www.law.harvard.edu/civilrights on 12/22/2005.)

Peterson, P.E., & Howell, W.G. (2004). Efficiency, bias, and classification schemes: A
response to Alan B. Krueger and Pei Zhu.. American Behavioral Scientist, 47 (4), 718-
728.

Peterson, P.E., Howell, W.G., & Greene, J.P. (1999). An evaluation of the Cleveland voucher
program dafter two years [On line]. Available: http://data.fas.harvard.edu/pegp/

Perie, M., Moran, R., & Lutkus, A.D. (2005). NAEP 2004 Trends in Academic Progress:
Three Decades of Student Performance in Reading and Mathematics (NCES 2005-464).
U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for
Education Statistics. Washington, DC: Government Printing Office.

Rivkin, S.G., Hanushek, E.A.& Kain, J.F. (2005). Teachers, schools and academic
achievement. Econometrica, 73, 417-V458.

Rowan, B., Correnti, R. & Miller, R.J.(2002). What large-scale survey research tells us about
teacher effects on student achievement: Insights from the prospects study of elementary
schools. Teachers College Record, 104, 1525-1567.

Sanders, W. (1998). Value-added assessment. The School Administrator, 15 (11), 24-32.

Smith, M.S. (1972). Equality of educational opportunity: The basic findings reconsidered. In
Frederick Mosteller & Daniel P. Moynihan (Eds.). On Equality of Educational
Opportunity. New York: Vintage Books, 230-342.

Somers, M.A., McEwan, P.J., & Willms. J.D. (2004). How effective are private schools in
Latin America? Comparative Education Review, 48 (1), 48-69.

Sorenson, A.B., & Morgan, S.L. (2000). School effects: Theoretical and methodological
issues. In Maureen T. Hallinan (Ed.). Handbook of the Sociology of Education. New
York: Kluwer Academic/Plenum Publishers.

Summers, A.A., & Barbara L.W. (1975). Equality of educational opportunity quantified: A
production function approach. Philadelphia Fed. Research Papers. Philadelphia: Federal
Reserve Bank of Philadelphia.



EQUALITY OF EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITY 47

Thompson Scientific (formerly ISI) 2005. ISI Web of Knowledge: Social Science Citation
Index [On line]. Available: http://portal.isiknowledge.com.ezproxy.library.wisc.edu

Willms, J. D., Echols, F. (1992). Alert and inert clients: The Scottish experience of parental
choice of schools. Economics of Education Review, 11 (4), 339-350.

Willms, J. D., & Somers, M.-A. (2001). Family, classroom, and school effects on children’s
educational outcomes in Latin America. School Effectiveness and School Improvement, 12
(4), 409-445.

Wilson, F. D. (1985). The impact of school desegregation policies on white public school
enrollment, 1968-1976. Sociology of Education, 58, 153-171.

Witte, J.F. (1998) The Milwaukee voucher experiment. Educational Evaluation and Policy
Analysis, 20 (4), 229-251.

Witte, J.F. (2000). The Market Approach to Education: An Analysis of America’s First
Voucher Program. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.



3 Social Inequalities and Education Policy
in England

Alice Sullivan and Geoff Whitty

INTRODUCTION

Education is a key determinant of life chances in industrialised societies (Shavit and
Blossfeld, 1993), and educational credentials are an important intervening link
between social origins and occupational destinations (Halsey et al., 1980). But the
importance of education is not limited to its impact on labour market outcomes.
Education has been linked to a broad range of indicators of quality of life, from
health to civic participation (Schuller et al., 2004).

This paper deals with educational differences in terms of social class, gender and
ethnicity. These are key socially structured ascribed identities affecting children’s
educational experiences and outcomes. The paper examines the impact of these
categories together and explores significant interactions between them. We discuss
the economic, social and cultural factors underlying these inequalities, and the
impact of current government policies.

The paper examines the roles of the home, the school and the wider society in
determining socially structured differences in educational outcomes. We address the
questions of what impact government policy can realistically be expected to have on
educational inequalities, and what types of policies may be most productive.
Comparative evidence suggets that social class influences on education and
cognitive development are particularly strong in Britain when compared with most
other European countries (Esping-Anderson 2005). Thus, while increasing attention
has rightly been given to gender and ‘race’/ethnicity by educational researchers and
policymakers, the continuing impact of social class on educational outcomes should
not be ignored. We shall argue that there is a need for greater honesty in the
presentation of policy-relevant research findings, in particular to acknowledge the
limits of what one can infer from data which does not contain adequate measures of
children’s socio-economic backgrounds.

SOCIOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES ON EDUCATIONAL DIFFERENCES
BETWEEN GROUPS

Social Class

The existence of large social class differentials in educational attainment is well
established for all industrialised societies. Although there is evidence that
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educational reforms have reduced differences in rates of educational participation
between the social classes (Hellevik, 1997; Jonsson and Mills, 1993b; Jonsson and
Mills, 1993a), the association between social class and educational outcomes
remains intact. In addition, the labour market is not ‘class blind’, as occupational
attainment can be shown to be associated with social class of origin, once
educational attainment and test scores are controlled (Marshall and Swift, 1996;
Breen and Goldthorpe, 1999).

Social class inequalities in tested ability emerge at a young age and increase
steadily over time (Fogelman, 1983; Fogelman and Goldstein, 1976; Feinstein,
2003; Douglas, 1964). Later educational transitions (such as the transition to higher
education) in Britain appear to be largely determined by prior academic attainment
(Galindo-Rueda et al., 2004), which suggests that social class inequalities need to be
tackled early on.

Social class is operationalised in terms of occupational categories, but high
social class status is associated with social and cultural privilege, as well as
economic privilege. Sociologists often explain social class differences in educational
attainment in terms of three forms of capital: economic capital, social capital and
cultural capital.

Despite the introduction of universal free and compulsory schooling, financial
resources still give an advantage in pursuing educational attainment. Well-off
parents can afford better schools for their children, by buying either private
schooling or housing in a good catchment area. In addition, many pupils receive
private tuition (Ireson and Rushforth, 2004). Educational resources such as a
computer, a room of one’s own for study, etc. are costly. Financial resources can
also have indirect impacts on the quality of children’s environments, for example,
poverty leads to stress which may affect parenting (Whitty, 2002; Duncan and
Brooks-Gunn, 1997; Mortimore and Whitty, 2000). In addition, the costs and
benefits associated with pursuing particular educational options may vary according
to the individual’s social class of origin (Boudon, 1974; Breen and Goldthorpe,
1997).

Parents’ social class and educational qualifications are closely linked, as
qualifications are linked to labour market outcomes. Parents’ education, and the
skills, knowledge, dispositions and practices that go with it, are often described as
‘cultural capital’. Bourdieu (1977) states that cultural capital consists of familiarity
with the dominant culture in a society, and especially the ability to understand and
use “educated” language. The concept of cultural capital has been interpreted in
various ways, but there is a consensus that cultural practices associated with the
educated middle-classes, such as reading, are linked to educational attainment
(Crook, 1997; Sullivan, 2001; De Graaf et al., 2000).

Social capital inheres in the relationships between people in families, schools
and communities. It describes ‘features of social organisation, such as trust, norms
and networks’(Putnam, 1993) and, with regard to education, it refers to “the set of
resources that inhere in family relations and in community social organisation and
that are useful for the cognitive or social development of a child or young person”
(Coleman, 1994: 300).
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For Coleman (1988), social capital in the family consists of the physical presence
and attention given to the child by family members. Social capital within the school
consists of social networks which allow social norms to be established and enforced.
Social capital affects parents’ relationship with the school, and students’
relationships with one another and with their teachers. It is clear that peer group
norms impose strong pressures on school students. Power et al. (1998) found that,
whereas academically able pupils at a grammar school were likely to worry about
not being able to keep up with the work, academically able pupils at a
comprehensive were much more likely to worry about other pupils thinking they
were too clever. There have also been concerns that boys sanction each other
particularly severely for pursuing academic success (Epstein, 1998; Power et al.,
1998). Sewell (1997) suggests that exaggerated masculine peer group norms are
particularly damaging for African-Caribbean boys. These examples illustrate the
complex interactions between class, gender and ethnicity and social capital, and the
fact that social capital can have positive or negative consequences for educational
attainment. Commitment to education can be strong in certain less affluent groups,
and thereby help to counteract material disadvantage to some extent. On the other
hand, many working class and minority ethnic students attend schools where links
between parents and teachers are weak, or where social norms in the peer group
make studying more difficult. Furthermore, differences in social capital have
implications for social inclusion as well as educational attainment, as strong
‘bonding’ capital within one social group may militate against the development of
‘bridging’ capital across social groups (Putnam, 1995).

Gender

The gender gap in the General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE)
examinations, which are taken by all students in the final year of compulsory
schooling at age 16, has been widely commented on, and it is often assumed that the
gap must reflect unfairness to boys. There was a jump in the gender gap in the late
1980s, and, understandably, commentators have assumed that the coursework
element of GCSE assessment can explain the increased gender gap. However, the
evidence suggests that this is not a valid explanation. The dramatic reduction in the
coursework element of GCSE assessment in 1994 did not lead to any reduction in
the gender gap in attainment.

Another popular explanation for the gender gap is that school environments have
become ‘feminised’, partly due to the high proportion of women in teaching
(especially in primary school teaching), and that this is unfair to boys, who suffer
from a lack of male role models and from ‘feminine’ teaching styles. There is a
striking lack of any empirical evidence to support the view that boys suffer from
being taught by women.

The ‘culture of laddishness’ explanation suggests that there is a particular
problem with working class boys, e.g. “the fact that the biggest current gap in
performance is between working-class boys and girls makes the problem more acute
for a Labour government intent on creating an inclusive society” (Leader, 2000). In
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fact, there is only a small gender gap at lower levels of attainment, and the gender
gap is larger among the middle classes than the working classes (Gorard et al., 2001;
Sullivan et al., 2004). Working-class girls typically do more domestic work
(including childcare and elder care), which can interfere with schoolwork and
homework.

It is also worth noting that girls have always outperformed boys in the early
years of education, but in the past girls’ early advantage was not carried through
strongly to GCE level — probably because the view that women’s paid work outside
the home was not as important as that of men was still prevalent. Since the 1970s,
women’s labour market participation has increased enormously, family structures
have changed, and attitudes to girls’ education have changed correspondingly. The
trend towards smaller families may also have been particularly beneficial for girls,
as parents with limited resources tend to favour sons and often allocate domestic
duties to girls. Given these socioeconomic changes, it would be surprising if girls’
academic attainment had not increased by more than that of boys.

Every year, the publication of the GCSE results is greeted with expressions of
deep concern about the fact that the boys are not doing as well as the girls. This
discourse of male disadvantage has justly been described as a ‘moral panic’ (Weiner
et al., 1997). The modest gender gap in school qualifications needs to be put in the
context of broader socioeconomic inequalities. Males are hardly a disadvantaged
social group.

Women’s labour market disadvantage persists despite girls’ much vaunted
triumph over boys at GCSE. Women’s under-representation in ‘masculine’ subject
areas such as maths, science, engineering and technology contributes to this
problem, although women do not achieve the same occupational status as their male
peers even when they have the same qualifications. However, the gap between male
and female graduates is far smaller than the gender gap for poorly qualified young
school-leavers, as the labour market is far more ‘gendered’ at the lower-skilled end
of the occupational distribution (Power et al., 2003). Young women leaving school
with no qualifications are particularly disadvantaged compared to their male peers,
as unqualified girls have fewer labour market opportunities open to them than
unqualified boys do, and vocational training remains strongly segregated by gender
(Bynner et al., 1997; Rake, 2000; Hakim, 1996; Power et al., 2003). For young
women, NEET (not being in education, employment or training) is associated with
lone parenthood and depression (Bynner and Parsons, 2002). The fact that
unqualified women are more disadvantaged than unqualified men may give girls a
greater incentive to achieve at school.

‘Race’ and Ethnicity

There was a consensus in the research literature until the 1980s that minority
students “‘underachieved’ in education (Tomlinson, 1991). This consensus was partly
due to the fact that first generation immigrant children, especially those who did not
speak English, suffered particular disadvantages. However, methodological crudity
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in early studies also led to an exaggeration and over-simplification of ‘ethnic
disadvantage’.

The Swann report (1981), an inquiry into the ‘causes of underachievement’ of
African-Caribbean children, found that these pupils achieved fewer exam passes
than white or Asian children. The report was widely criticised for failing to present
adequate statistical evidence to assess minority ethnic attainment (Plewis, 1988).
‘Asian’ pupils were lumped together as an undifferentiated group, and social class
and gender differences did not form part of the analyses. More recent research on
ethnicity and education has been more sophisticated, yet the picture we have
regarding the educational attainment of young people from different ethnic groups is
still patchy.

Some studies are limited geographically, while some do not distinguish
adequately between ethnic groups with very different national, cultural and socio-
economic origins. There is a trade off between using nationally representative data
and using data with sufficient representation of ethnic minorities. It is obviously
crucial to control for social class in order to isolate specifically ethnic differences,
since different ethnic groups have different social class profiles (Drew and Demack,
1998). Family size and family structure have also been neglected, despite the fact
that these have long been established as significant predictors of educational
outcomes, and ethnic variation in family structure and size has been documented
(Modood et. al., 1997). Nevertheless, studies that control for social class (Drew and
Gray, 1990; Drew, 1995; Haque and Bell, 2001) suggest that ethnic differences in
GCSE results are largely explained by this variable, though some minority ethnic
students, notably Indians, perform significantly better than whites even when social
class is controlled. The evidence regarding participation rates in post-compulsory
education suggests that ethnic minorities persist in further and higher education to a
greater extent than whites. Drew (1995) finds that Asians are the most likely to stay
on in further education, followed by African-Caribbeans, with whites being the least
likely to stay on, despite their relatively privileged social class profile.

Gillborn and Mirza’s (2000) analysis of the educational attainment of minority
ethnic groups concluded that, while social class was clearly the most important
determinant of educational success, there were aspects of differential performance
that could not readily be accounted for purely in these terms. Part of the difficulty in
establishing both trends and causation lies with the small cell size of the samples
used when results were broken down by minority ethnic group. For example,
research using data from the Youth Cohort Study has expressed the concern that the
increased attainments of African-Caribbean, Pakistani and Bangladeshi young
people were less certain than those of whites and Indian pupils from 1988 to 1997
(Gillborn and Mirza, 2000; Demack et al., 2000). However, the larger year-on-year
fluctuations for these minority ethnic categories are likely to be due to small cell
sizes.

Even if significant differences between ethnic groups could be robustly
established, more fine-grained research would be needed to explore how far these
reflect more subtle social intra-class distinctions, economically, socially or
culturally, and how far they derive from the effects of racism within communities
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and schools. In order to inform policy on these matters, we need much better theory
as well as data on the relative influence of school, family and community on ethnic
differentials in educational attainment. Clearly, outcomes are the result of complex
interaction between these different factors. Ethnographic research has focussed
strongly on racism within schools. Considerable attention has been given to the way
in which schools can discriminate against minority ethnic groups, either through
direct racism, or through processes which are indirectly discriminatory. For
example, Gillborn and Youdell (2000) and Troyna (1992) describe the way in which
school practices such as setting by ability and tiered entry to GCSE can discriminate
against minority ethnic groups. Racism and discrimination within schools are clearly
extremely important in their own right, yet it is very difficult to say how much
impact these factors may have in determining educational outcomes for minority
ethnic groups.

Differences in the level of social capital between ethnic groups have been more
extensively explored in the US and elsewhere than in Britain. Explanations of
unequal educational attainments that refer to the cultural and social characteristics of
minority groups have often been viewed with understandable suspicion, as such
arguments are seen as ‘blaming the victim’ (Vermeulen, 2000). Yet economic, social
and cultural differences can affect the relationship of children and their families to
schooling, sometimes in unexpected ways. Economic disadvantages may be counter-
balanced by high levels of social capital within the home and community (Lauglo,
2000), so it is possible for economically disadvantaged minority ethnic communities
to promote educational success (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001; Gibson, 2000).

Controlling for educational qualifications, ethnic minorities do not achieve
labour market positions and incomes on a par with whites, and face an increased risk
of unemployment (Heath and McMahon, 1997; Connor et al., 1996; Heath and
Smith, 2003). A likely explanation for the fact that members of minority ethnic
groups tend to stay on in further and higher education for longer than similarly
qualified whites is that the former anticipate labour market discrimination, and
realise that they will need to outperform the white majority in terms of qualifications
in order to compete for jobs. A lack of immediate job opportunities may also remove
the incentive for minority ethnic youth to quit education (Rivkin, 1995; Leslie and
Drinkwater, 1999).

Schooling

It is well established that ‘home background’ is a much stronger predictor of
educational outcomes for children than school attended, but this does not mean that
schooling does not matter. On the other hand, the potential role of individual schools
in challenging social disadvantage has sometimes been exaggerated by policy
makers (Mortimore and Whitty, 2000).

Researchers in the field of school effectiveness have argued that there are
important differences in performance between schools, controlling for student inputs
(Rutter et al., 1979; Mortimore et al., 1988; Smith and Tomlinson, 1989; Tizard et
al., 1988; Sammons et al., 1995b). However, there are serious methodological
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difficulties inherent in carrying out school effectiveness research, and these are often
underplayed (Goldstein and Woodhouse, 2000). Attempting to control adequately
for parental choice of school is a crucial difficulty that faces all such studies (Heath
and Clifford, 1981). This challenge remains even when a range of social background
measures have been controlled. Coe and FitzGibbon, (1998) highlight the way in
which many school effectiveness studies interpret the unexplained variation between
schools, after adjusting for intake, as representing ‘school effectiveness’. This
practice is doubly misleading when the controls for intake are weak. For example,
recent Department for Education and Skills research (DfES, 2004) was widely
quoted in the media stating that a high performing secondary school can make a
difference of the equivalent of a year and a half’s extra progress over each pupil’s
school career, regardless of young people’s backgrounds. The analysis controlled for
prior attainment, gender, Free School Meals (FSM) eligibility — a measure of
poverty based on eligibility for Income Support benefits — and EAL (English as an
additional language). These controls accounted for 92 per cent of the variance in
later attainment. The 8 per cent unexplained variance was described in media reports
(for example Ward, 2004) as being due to the ‘effectiveness of teaching’ although
no measure of the effectiveness of teaching was actually included in the analysis.
The original DfES report is actually clear on this point, stating that ‘some of the
unexplained variance may represent differences in school effectiveness’ (p.4), but
this was not the message from media reports.

Researchers have identified factors that are associated with effective schooling,
such as high aspirations and an academic ethos (Schveers and Creemers, 1989;
Sammons et al., 1995a). But noting the importance of these characteristics is easier
than creating them. Given the importance of social capital, it is likely to be easier to
promote characteristics such as high aspirations in some schools and communities
than in others (Lupton, 2004).

Clearly, certain school characteristics matter more for some students than for
others. For example, there is a consensus in the literature on class sizes that
substantial cuts in class size can make a difference for the youngest children,
especially for those from disadvantaged backgrounds, and those with low levels of
prior attainment (Yang et al., 2000; Blatchford et al., 2002; Prais, 1996). These
differential effects are salient in policy terms, as a small cut in class sizes across the
board may have no impact, whereas a targeted cut in class sizes could achieve
significant effects. In view of recent evidence on the lack of impact of class size on
the attainment of older children (Blatchford et al., 2004), the 1997 pledge to lower
all infant classes to 30 or fewer pupils was appropriate in terms of age-range but
may have been misguided as a way of tackling disadvantage. It benefited suburban
rather than inner-city constituencies as, due to falling rolls, inner city schools
already had few classes of over 30 children.

There is a consensus that ‘teacher effects’ matter more than ‘school effects’, so
that, for any given subject, it matters more which class one is in than which school
(Scheerens and Bosker, 1997; Teddlie and Reynolds, 2000). Yet only a minority of
studies focus on the level of the classroom and the teacher rather than the school as a
whole. There is a lack of British research on teacher characteristics, but evidence
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from the US suggests that teachers’ assessed verbal abilities (Ehrenberg and Brewer,
1995), and the selectiveness of the institution where teachers obtained their degree
(Ehrenberg and Brewer, 1994) have an effect on students’ performance. Rowan et.
al. (1997) show that maths teachers’ knowledge of mathematics is positively
associated with students’ mathematics progress. So, while academic ability is far
from being the only important characteristic of good teachers, it does matter. In
particular, adequate subject knowledge is not a sufficient condition of good
teaching, but it is surely a necessary one. The supply of teachers in Britain has
fallen, as teachers’ relative pay and status have declined substantially since the
1970s (although teachers’ pay has risen since 1997), and there have been particular
shortages of teachers with qualifications in maths and science (Chevalier et al.,
2002). There was a considerable decline in the relative academic ability of men (but
not women) entering teaching in Britain between the late 1970s and the early 1990s
(Nickell and Quintini, 2002).

Given this context, schools in disadvantaged areas are unlikely to be able to
attract their fair share of good teachers. There is a lack of information on the
distribution of teachers according to their qualifications and experience, and Ofsted
(Office for Standards in Education — the schools inspectorate) reports do not detail
this type of information, despite its importance for school effectiveness (Bartlett,
2004). However, research shows that teachers in private and selective schools are
considerably better qualified than comprehensive school staff (Smithers and Tracey,
2003). Given the difficult working conditions faced by teachers in disadvantaged
schools, it would be necessary to increase teacher salaries in these schools or offer
other incentives in order to attract sufficient high quality teachers to work in them
(Brighouse, 2003).

GOVERNMENT POLICIES

Choice and Diversity

For those who can afford it, ‘school choice’ has always been provided by the private
sector. Because Britain incorporated most denominational schools within the state
sector, its private sector is relatively small. Throughout the last century, only 5-8 per
cent of the school aged population has attended private schools (Smith, 2000).
British private schools are socially and (often) academically exclusive institutions
and the domination of elite occupations by alumni of the top private schools (or
‘public schools”) has long been apparent (Boyd, 1973). As a result, the existence of
private schools has been seen as socially divisive and damaging, and as being
closely bound up with British class divisions. Private schools can be seen as
creaming off the most privileged children, and the effect of this on state schools is a
particular concern in affluent cities, including London, where the proportion of
children in private schools is far higher than the national average. Private schools
also have a disproportionate share of the students taking A-levels, and regularly top
academic league tables. However, research on the role of private schools during the
tripartite era suggests that the success of these schools was largely due to their
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academically and socially privileged intake of students (Feinstein and Symons,
1999; Sullivan and Heath, 2003). The government’s attitude towards the private
sector has been somewhat ambivalent. The abolition of the Assisted Places Scheme
was a policy designed to appeal to Labour’s grass roots, and the government has
also criticised the domination of elite universities by private school students. On the
other hand, the introduction of ‘quasi-markets’ to state education provision has been
predicated on the view that the introduction of some of the ‘disciplines’ of the
private sector will help to raise standards.

While these quasi-markets were introduced by the Conservatives, the current
government has continued the promotion of diversity of educational provision and
parental choice of schools. This policy has led to concern that schools may become
less academically, socially and ethnically mixed. The possibility of social
polarisation is worrying, not only because social mixing between children of
different social classes and ethnic groups is worthwhile in itself, but also because of
school composition effects on educational attainment. There is a consensus that
school composition effects are important and that schools with a high proportion of
students of low social status or low prior academic ability are at a disadvantage. For
example, Levacic and Woods (2002b, 2002a) find the concentration of social
disadvantage in a school relative to other local schools has a strong impact on GCSE
improvement over time. These school composition effects may be due to the
influence of peer groups on aspirations and behaviour, or they may be due to other
processes, such as schools with low proportions of ‘able’ students finding it hard to
attract good teachers.

In the education market, certain categories of student are more valuable than
others. Schools are keen to attract ‘able’ and middle-class students, and girls
(especially those from higher achieving minority ethnic groups) have also come to
be seen as an asset (Ball and Gewirtz, 1997). Less popular schools can become
male-dominated, as parents demand single-sex schooling for girls more often than
for boys. Researchers have documented the way middle-class parents marshal a host
of resources to get their children into their preferred schools. Money, cultural
capital, social capital, and sheer pushiness are all relevant (Carroll and Walford,
1997; Gewirtz et al., 1995; Glatter et al., 1997; West et al., 1991; Woods et al.,
1998; Ball, 2003). Studies have suggested that this leads to greater social
segregation and polarisation within the school system (Whitty et al., 1998). But has
increased parental choice of school in the UK actually led to more or less
polarisation between schools compared to the previous system based on stricter
catchment areas and ‘selection by mortgage’? (Gorard and Fitz, 2000). Gorard and
his colleagues (Gorard et al., 2003; Gorard and Fitz, 2000; Gorard, 2003) have
carried out research into school segregation in England and Wales from 1989-2001,
focusing on the spread of children eligible for Free School Meals (FSM). Their
‘Index of Segregation’ is defined as the proportion of students who would have to
change schools for there to be an even spread of disadvantage between schools
within an area of analysis. For England and Wales, segregation by FSM declined
from 35 per cent in 1989 to 30 per cent in 1995, but rose to 33 per cent between
1997-2001. Segregation by ethnicity, SEN, and English as an additional language
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declined throughout the period. However, social segregation was greater in areas
which contained selective schools.

These findings have been controversial (Gibson and Asthana, 2000; Gibson and
Asthana, 2002; Noden, 2002; Noden, 2000; Gorard, 2000; Gorard, 2002). Much of
the criticism levelled at Gorard et al. seems to be based on the view that they claim a
causal link between decreased segregation and the introduction of the quasi-market.
However, Gorard et al. acknowledge that their research cannot isolate the effect of
marketisation, and argue that the level of social segregation is driven largely by
social and demographic factors.

Several authors have pointed out the crudity of FSM as a measure of socio-
economic status (Gorard et al., 2003; Goldstein and Noden, 2003; Brighouse, 2003).
Goldstein and Noden (2003) also point out that the instability of the FSM measure is
an obstacle to isolating the impact of marketisation, and a more stable measure of
children’s social background would be preferable. Furthermore, it needs to be
emphasised that FSM is a measure of poverty, and researchers and policymakers
should not restrict their interest to the distribution of poor students between schools.
It may be that having a critical mass of middle-class students is a more important
driver of school success than having a low proportion of students in poverty. We
need richer data on students’ socio-economic backgrounds in order to examine
segregation in proper detail.

A related concern is raised by the possibility that officially ‘non-selective’
schools, including faith and specialist schools, in fact attract, or even covertly select,
particular social groups. Indeed, many critics of New Labour’s adoption of the
Conservative diversity and choice agenda fear that the mix of specialist schools,
faith schools, academies etc. will recreate the tri-partite system, both academically
and socially.

The government’s encouragement of faith schools relies on some assumptions
about their academic performance that still need to be tested. Observers of Catholic
schools in the USA (Coleman et. Al , 1982; Bryk et al., 1993) and in Britain (Grace,
2002) suggest that the relative success of these institutions, particularly with some
minority ethnic and disadvantaged groups, may be dependent upon strong levels of
social capital within such schools and the communities that they serve. Although at
least part of their relative success can be attributed to differences in the academic
quality of their intakes, or different patterns of exclusion and differences in academic
programmes on offer, there may still be a residual effect of ‘community’, both in-school
and beyond school. If, however, that is the product of the strong ‘bonding’ (within
community) capital in such schools rather than ‘bridging’ (cross community) capital
(Putnam, 1995), this potentially creates a tension between the government’s standards
agenda and its inclusion agenda. We therefore urgently need to explore how positive
forms of social capital can be developed in multi-ethnic and multi/non-denominational
schools serving diverse populations.

Much is again made of the apparent capacity of specialist schools to outperform
other secondary schools in terms of their examination performance. Recent key
stage 4 results show specialist schools as not only performing relatively better than
supposedly comparable non-specialist schools, but also performing relatively better



SOCIAL INEQUALITIES AND EDUCATION POLICY IN ENGLAND 59

in official value-added terms (Jesson and Taylor, 2001; Smith, 2004). This evidence
is highly contentious and has rarely been subjected to adequate peer review in
advance (Schagen and Goldstein, 2002). More rigorous research studies are needed
to determine the validity of the claims on either side and assess the impact of
specialism, selection and resources on the relative performance of specialist and
other schools (Edwards and Tomlinson, 2002).

In the context of the national curriculum, having a curriculum specialism may
not in itself differentiate schools significantly. The far more serious threat to the
comprehensive ideal comes from the effect that the extra resources and the cachet of
the specialist school label may have on recruitment. The early evidence on FSM
eligibility in specialist schools suggested that the intakes of such schools might well
be socially unrepresentative, though this may be more associated with prior school
type than with specialism per se (Gorard and Taylor, 2001). Others have claimed
that, as the proportion of such schools increases potentially now to 100 per cent this
phenomenon is decreasing (Taylor, 2001).

Given that diversity in secondary education will doubtless remain in place for the
foreseeable future, what is crucial is to prevent legitimate differences from
becoming unjustifiable inequalities and to stop particular social groups
monopolising particular sorts of schools. However, as there is evidence that
segregation effects increase where larger numbers of schools are their own
admissions authorities (Goldstein and Noden, 2003), this would require greater
standardisation of admissions criteria and monitoring of their application, moving
well beyond the recently introduced coordinated admissions schemes.

Raising Standards and Educational Expansion

Labour has extended the national curriculum, introducing national literacy and
numeracy strategies, now subsumed in an overall primary strategy, which sets out a
framework of teaching for all pupils, including daily literacy hours. There is also a
key stage 3 strategy for 11-14 year olds that is now part of a wider secondary
strategy. The key stage testing introduced by the 1988 Education Act has
been extended. Schools have been asked to meet ambitious targets for improved
performance at each key stage (at ages 7, 11, 14 and 16). The combination of testing
and league tables is designed to give schools an incentive to improve their
performance. A key aim is to deal with Britain’s ‘long tail’ of low achievement by
raising standards at the bottom end of the distribution.

The publication of league tables of school results has formed a key part of the
government’s drive to raise standards. ‘Value added’ tables have been introduced in
order to reflect the fact that schools’ intakes differ in terms of their prior
attainments. The problems associated with ‘value added’ tables have been discussed
extensively by Goldstein, and in a Statistics Commission report (2004)'. A
fundamental problem with the value added scores is that they control only for pupil
attainment at the previous key stage, and there are no controls for socio-economic

1 Available at http://www.statscom.org.uk/media_pdfs/correspondence/letter0187.pdf
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background. Therefore value added scores should not be seen as a measure of school
performance, yet they have been presented by DfES as showing “those schools that
perform better than other schools in similar circumstances” (Phipps, 2003).

Government has claimed that the numeracy and literacy strategies have been
highly successful in raising standards. However, it is actually rather difficult to
assess what impact these strategies have had. Bartlett (2004) has pointed out that,
while the percentage of students achieving Level 4 in key stage 2 English exams
increased by ten percentage points between 1998 (when the National Literacy
Strategy was introduced) and 2000, there had been an increase of eight percentage
points in the 2 years preceding the introduction of NLS. If things were already
improving before the introduction of NLS, we cannot be confident that NLS caused
the improvement between 1998 and 2000. The data is consistent with the view that
the introduction of testing in itself was instrumental in raising standards,
independent of the NLS. The claim that improvements in maths test scores are due
to the introduction of the National Numeracy Strategy is similarly questionable
(Goldstein, 2003).

Nevertheless, the combination of key stage testing and the publication of
schools’ key stage and examination results, has provided a powerful incentive for
schools to increase the attainments of their pupils. This is likely to have had a very
positive impact on pupils at key borderlines such as the C/D borderline at GCSE.
Although there are concerns that pupils who fall below this level are not seen as a
priority, due to the structure of incentives facing schools (Gillborn and Youdell,
2000), it should not be assumed that this implies that working class and minority
ethnic students would benefit from the abolition of externally assessed key stage
tests and GCSEs. While such tests and examinations can be culturally biased
(Mortimore and Whitty, 2000), teachers’ own assessments can be affected by
responses to the non-academic characteristics of students such as gender, ethnicity,
social class, perceived character and physical attractiveness (Dusek and Joseph,
1983; Bennett et al., 1993; Doherty and Hier, 1988).

A particularly important equity gain from the introduction of the National
Curriculum has been the increased participation of girls in mathematics and science
up to GCSE level, which has allowed girls to demonstrate that they are capable of
high achievement in these subjects. The reintroduction of earlier choice, including
that proposed by Tomlinson (2004), could undermine these gains. Without real
progress towards parity of esteem for different curricular tracks, early (and
relatively uninformed) choice could also disadvantage working class students and
some minority ethnic groups, as they would be more likely than others to abandon
prestigious options.

At GCSE level, there has been a general trend for social class inequality to
reduce over time, as overall attainment levels have increased. For example, as the
proportion of middle class students getting at least one good GCSE pass has
approached 100 per cent, the middle class rate of improvement over time has
slowed, and working class levels of attainment have caught up. (Sullivan et al.,
2004). The higher the benchmark of attainment, the higher the level of social class
inequality. So, the social class gap in getting eight good GCSE passes is greater than
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the gap in getting five good passes, which in turn is greater than the gap in getting
one good pass. While all ethnic groups have improved their GCSE performance over
time, patterns of improvement have varied according to ethnicity. From 1992-2000,
Youth Cohort Study data show all ethnic minority groups except Pakistanis making
more progress than whites.

The expansion of the numbers of students in further and higher education (HE)
has continued, and tuition fees have been introduced to fund the expansion of HE.
The government’s declared aim is to ‘widen participation’ in HE. However, the
expansion in HE has been accompanied by increased inequalities between rich and
poor individuals (Blanden and Machin, 2004) and between people from poor
neighbourhoods and better-off neighbourhoods (Galindo-Rueda et al., 2004). The
social class gap has increased in absolute terms and stayed constant in proportionate
terms (Sullivan et al., 2004). Increased levels of performance at A level, and
increased levels of participation in HE have heightened competition for access to
prestigious universities and courses. Higher education performance indicators® show
a general pattern for the most academically selective institutions to be most
dominated by middle class students.

Educational expansion is generally seen as progressive, and as providing
opportunities for groups of people who were previously excluded from educational
participation. However, it is well documented internationally that increased overall
rates of educational participation do not necessarily lead to a reduction in the
association between social class and educational participation (Shavit and Blossfeld,
1993). The gap between social classes generally increases in the early stages of
expansion, as the middle classes are able to take up the new opportunities at a faster
rate. As the middle classes approach saturation point, the increase in their rate of
participation slows, allowing the working classes to catch up (Boudon, 1974).
Nevertheless, we have to acknowledge that a qualification diminishes in value as it
becomes near-universal. A qualification that everyone holds has no labour-market
value. So reductions in social class differentials in educational attainment that are
achieved through overall increases in attainment may not have strong consequences
for later social mobility.

CONCLUSIONS

We need to recognise the continuing importance of social class as a determinant of
educational outcomes. Social class is vastly more important in this respect than
either ethnicity or gender, yet policymakers are far happier to talk explicitly about
gender and ethnicity, and often exaggerate the importance of gender in particular.
Studies which contain no controls for social class often claim that the differences
they describe are net of social background, but failing to measure social class won’t
make it go away. Administrative datasets such as the National Pupil Database need
to include rich measures of social background, rather than just FSM. We cannot
come to informed conclusions on issues such as school segregation and school

2 Published in the Times Higher Education Supplement 21/05/04, compiled from HEFCE and
HESA figures.
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effectiveness without better data. Both researchers and policymakers need to be
honest about the limitations of the evidence they are using, and what the research
can and cannot show.

It is therefore encouraging that the government’s Five Year Strategy for Children
and Learners begins by highlighting the huge influence of social class on early
development in this country. The document refers to Feinstein’s work (2003)
showing that children from higher social class origins, but with low test scores at
age 2, overtake children from lower social class origins, but with high test scores at
age 2, by the time they reach age 7. It is less encouraging that some of the policies
for schools advocated later in the strategy document may exacerbate rather than
mitigate the effects of social class on educational attainment and participation. There
is relevant research evidence on these matters that needs to be weighed carefully
rather than dismissed or ignored on the grounds of its inconvenience for policy.

As well as better data on students, we need better data on teachers. Research
suggests that differences in effectiveness between teachers are greater than those
between schools, yet most school effectiveness research has not considered the
implications of the possibility that good teachers are an unequally distributed
resource. We agree with Bartlett’s (2004) proposal that the government should
collect and distribute data on teacher qualifications and experience in a form that
permits cross-analysis with student demographics and achievement statistics.

Schools in disadvantaged areas face several major obstacles: 1. Pupils arrive at
school with lower levels of attainment. 2. Pupils do not have the same home
resources to support learning that more advantaged children have. 3. Social norms
within the peer group may be less supportive of learning, and the wider community
outside the school may also lack the kind of social capital that supports learning.
These factors can lead to disruptive behaviour. 4. Schools in disadvantaged areas
may lack key resources such as good teaching staff, especially in shortage subject
areas.

Given all these factors, it should come as no surprise that having a high
proportion of FSM pupils in a school is associated with poor OFSTED scores
(Lupton, 2004). We fully acknowledge that it is not acceptable for schools to use a
low socio-economic profile as an excuse for low expectations and low standards.
Nevertheless, judgements on the effectiveness of schools in disadvantaged areas
need to take the obstacles faced by these schools into account. It is not good enough
to control the percentage of FSM students and then say that all remaining between
schools differences can be attributed to the school alone. Government policies to
raise standards in schools with high proportions of disadvantaged students need to
take into account the particular problems faced by these schools, and to provide
additional support. For example, Brighouse’s (2003) suggestions that teachers need
greater incentives to work at disadvantaged schools, and that cuts in class sizes
should be focused on disadvantaged children rather than spread across the whole
population, deserve serious consideration.

The concentration of disadvantaged children in particular schools will also need
to be addressed, as the importance of social and academic mix to both the standards
and the inclusion agendas is widely recognised by researchers. There are still too
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many schools in urban areas which have been colonised by particular social groups
either deliberately or by default. Recent recommendations on school admissions
from the House of Commons Select Committee (2004) could at least reduce the
abuses that exacerbate this effect.

Nevertheless, we need to be realistic about the impact of education policy on
social inequalities. Government needs to acknowledge that ‘schools cannot
compensate for society’. Educational policies alone are never likely to eradicate
class inequalities in educational attainment. Policies to reduce inequalities in the
distribution of income may have a greater impact on educational inequalities than
educational policy can (Robinson, 1997). It should be borne in mind that a reduction
in educational inequalities will not automatically lead to more equal social mobility
chances, and, especially in the cases of ethnic and gender inequalities, inequalities in
the labour market need direct attention. Women and minority ethnic groups have
made great strides in terms of educational attainment, yet still suffer clear labour
market discrimination. An exclusive focus on education policy will not resolve this
problem.

Finally, even the focus on social mobility may be questionable as the primary
policy aim, since high levels of social mobility can co-exist with extreme
inequalities in standards of living which may have equally damaging social
consequences.
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4 Achievement Gaps Among Racial-Ethnic
Groups in the United States

Changes in Families and Schools

Mark Berends and Samuel R. Lucas

INTRODUCTION

As schools in the United States become more and more output driven within the
context of current federal and state educational policies, students, educators,
administrators, and policymakers are being held accountable for improving the
academic achievement of all students. In particular, as our society continues to
become increasingly diverse, there is now a national focus on the achievement gaps
between students of different social backgrounds (socioeconomic, racial-ethnic,
language and disabilities). In fact, with the recent passage of the No Child Left
Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB), federal education policy now mandates that states,
districts, and schools monitor achievement gaps among different student groups.

Systematic empirical examination of these achievement gaps may provide
important information on school improvement efforts. Analyses of how individual,
family background and school characteristics are associated with different
achievement levels are important in such empirical examinations. Moreover,
understanding changes in family and school factors and student achievement trends
and their interrelationships is important for understanding how the educational
system contributes to inequities in our society.

Current educational reformers in the U.S. stress raising the achievement of the
entire population while reducing disparities among groups, which is certainly an
important goal despite being a significant challenge (Berends et al., 2002; Jencks
and Phillips, 1998). In part, the concern over some of these achievement gaps — for
example, those between racial-ethnic groups — has been heightened by growing
diversity in the United States. The recent NCLB legislation reauthorising Title I, the
largest federal funding program aimed at disadvantaged students, requires states to
report achievement gaps between certain subgroups to help schools, districts and
states decrease achievement gaps over time.

Specifically, NCLB states that the purpose of Title I is to ensure that all children
have a fair, equal and significant opportunity to obtain a high-quality education and
reach, at a minimum, proficiency on challenging state academic achievement
standards and state academic assessments. This purpose can be accomplished by
closing the achievement gap between high- and low-performing children, especially
the achievement gaps between minority and nonminority students, and between
disadvantaged children and their more advantaged peers.

In this paper, we empirically examine several family- and school-based
explanations for racial-ethnic test score differences in mathematics over a twenty-
R. Teese, S. Lamb and M. Duru-Bellat (eds.), International Studies in Educational Inequality,
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year period, using data available for several national cohorts of high school seniors
between 1972 and 1992. We address the following research questions: (1) How did
the test scores of blacks, Latinos, and whites change between the early 1970s and
1990s? ' (2) How did selected family and school measures change over this time? (3)
To what extent were changes in these measures associated with the convergence of
the black-white and Latino-white test score gaps that occurred during this time? and
(4) What are the policy implications that arise from our empirical analyses
examining how changes in families and schools are related to student gaps in
mathematics achievement?

Because of the ongoing debates about families and schools, it is important to
consider a more complete set of family and school changes that have taken place and
to apply multivariate methods for estimating the net associations among changes in
these measures and student achievement. In addition, researchers have only
infrequently assessed such associations among family and school measures and
student achievement with several different longitudinal national cohorts. Additional
empirical analyses need to be done to place current student achievement scores in
the context of long-term test score trends, to examine the relationships between
these test score trends and changes in families and schools, and to address changes
in educational policies (e.g., school desegregation, tracking and ability grouping,
standards-based reform).

STUDENT TEST SCORE TRENDS BETWEEN THE 1970S AND 1990S

What is the context of long-term test score trends in the United States? How did the
test scores of black, Latino, and white students change between the early 1970s and
early 1990s? Students, especially black and Latino students, are scoring higher on
mathematics and reading tests today than they were a few decades ago. Figures 4.1
and 4.2 show these trends for 17-year-old students between the early 1970s and the
late 1990s on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)
mathematics and reading tests (see Campbell, Hombo and Mazzeo, 2000). Overall,
U.S. high school students today are scoring about the same as they were in the early
1970s in mathematics and reading.

These overall trends mask significant progress made among certain groups. For
instance, over the past thirty years, minority students made substantial progress
towards closing the minority-nonminority test score gap in both mathematics and
reading. In 1999, black students scored thirteen points higher (or 14 percentile
points) on the NAEP mathematics test and about twenty-seven points higher (or 21

1 The focus of our analysis is on black, Latino/Latina, and non-Latino/a students. Such
classifications are not without controversy and at times confusing. For example, non-
Latino/as could include individuals who are black. Our analyses use the student self-reported
racial-ethnic classification to create nonoverlapping categories for blacks, Latinos and whites.
Rather than use the cumbersome language of Latino/a and non-Latino/a, we simply refer to
these student groups as blacks, Latinos and whites.
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percentile points) in reading than those in the early 1970s. Similarly, Latinos made
large improvements in achievement. Between 1973 and 1994, Latinos gained sixteen
points on the NAEP mathematics test, or 16 percentile points, and between 1975 and
1994 Latinos gained eleven points in reading, or 17 percentile points.

In the late 1990s, as the minority trend lines in Figures 4.1 and 4.2 show, black
and Latino students’ gains in reading have not continued to increase as they did in
the 1970s and 1980s. However, minority students are still performing markedly
higher than similar students did over 25 years ago (see Porter 2005).
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Figure 4.1: NAEP Mathematics Proficiency for 17-Year-Olds by Race-Ethnicity

Source: U.S. Department of Education. Office of Educational Research and Improvement.
National Center for Education Statistics. NAEP 1999 Trends in Academic Progress: Three
Decades of Student Performance, NCES 2000-469, by J.R. Campbell, C.M. Hombo and J.
Mazzeo. Washington, DC: 2000.
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Figure 4.2: NAEP Reading Proficiency for 17-Year-Olds by Race-Ethnicity

Source: U.S. Department of Education. Office of Educational Research and Improvement.
National Center for Education Statistics. NAEP 1999 Trends in Academic Progress: Three
Decades of Student Performance, NCES 2000469, by J.R. Campbell, C.M. Hombo and J.
Mazzeo. Washington, DC: 2000.

FAMILIES, SCHOOLS AND STUDENT TEST SCORE GAPS

Although many researchers have proposed reasons for why the test score gaps have
closed over the past several decades (e.g., Ferguson, 1998; Koretz, 1986; 1987;
Porter, in press), only a few researchers have been able to study empirically how
changes in family background and school factors are related to the test score
convergence that occurred (Cook and Evans, 2000; Grissmer et al., 1994; Grissmer,
Flannagan and Williamson, 1998; Hedges and Nowell, 1998). The main reason for
this is the lack of data for multiple student cohorts that will allow for the
examination of relationships between family and school measures and student
achievement gaps.

A few studies have been able to examine how changes in family background
factors relate to student achievement gaps in national data. For example, Grissmer
et al. (1994) were specifically interested in how changes in families related to the
test score gaps among black, Latino, and white students. In their analyses of the
National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS:88) and the National
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Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY:80), they described how students’ family
background (parents’ educational attainment, family income and mother’s work
status) and family structure (family size, age of mother at child’s birth and single
mother household) were related to mathematics and reading achievement.

Grissmer et al. estimated the net effects on mathematics and reading scores of
several important family changes occurring between the early 1970s and 1990s and
provided information about what non-family factors may have contributed to
achievement trends. Specifically, the study examined how achievement scores
would change for 14 to 18-year-olds raised in families of the 1950s and 1960s
compared to families of the 1970s and 1980s. In addition to estimating the effects of
family changes on overall test scores, Grissmer et al. also estimated the effects for
different racial-ethnic groups. Moreover, Grissmer et al. compared actual changes
in NAEP achievement to those predicted by changes in family characteristics. This
approach produced “residual estimates” that provided indicators of the effects of
factors operating outside the family. These residuals were obtained by comparing
the predicted test score changes to actual changes in test scores based on the
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) during the time period of the
study.

Grissmer et al.’s findings revealed that black, Latino, and white academic
achievement should have risen between the early 1970s and early 1990s. Overall,
they predicted a gain of about .20 of a standard deviation for 14 to 18-year-old youth
in 1990 compared to similarly aged youth in 1970. They found that the major factors
leading to higher predicted test scores were the markedly higher education levels for
1990 parents and smaller family size. Children in 1990 were living with better-
educated parents, in smaller families, with more income per child. Grissmer et al.
concluded that the effect of these factors far outweighed the negative impact of more
single parent families, a small shift in births to younger mothers, and the changing
racial/ethnic composition of the American population.

When estimating the effects of family changes for different racial/ethnic groups,
Grissmer and colleagues also predicted positive test score gains. Black and Latino
students made sizable gains in test scores over and above the gains that family
changes would predict, while white students did not. Grissmer et al.’s results
suggested that changes in minority family characteristics — when considered together
— were more supportive of student achievement in 1990 than in the early 1970s.
Although their analyses fully accounted for the gains of white students, they
concluded that changing family characteristics accounted for no more than about a
third of the gain for black and Latino students. Attempting to explain what factors
outside the family were related to the black and Latino achievement gains, the
RAND researchers suggested that changes in educational policies and public
investment may have been influential, although further research was certainly
needed (see Berends et al., 1999).

In subsequent research, Grissmer et al. (1998) extended their analysis by
examining what factors may have contributed to the test score gap convergence
between black and white students. Although this later study did not examine Latino-
white test gaps, some of the factors they examine may have contributed to the
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closing of that gap as well. Grissmer et al. (1998) moved beyond changes in family
characteristics and reviewed factors that may have changed between the early 1970s
and the early 1990s, such as desegregation, secondary school tracking, changes in
the curriculum, per pupil expenditures, pupil-teacher ratios, teachers’ educational
background and experience, and school violence. Based on their review of extant
research, Grissmer et al. concluded that both social investment in the 1960s and
1970s (i.e., the civil rights movement and the War on Poverty programs) and school-
based changes (desegregation, secondary school tracking, and class size) were the
likely candidates that explain the closing of the test score gap between black and
white students.

Building on the research by Grissmer and colleagues, Hedges and Nowell (1999)
were also interested in the achievement gaps among students over the past thirty
years and how family background characteristics were related to any changes in
those gaps. In their study of several national data sets from the early 1960s to early
1990s, Hedges and Nowell (1998, 1999) pointed out several limitations of Grissmer
et al.’s (1994) research. Their criticisms were aimed at Grissmer et al.’s
assumptions that the effects of family characteristics on student achievement
remained the same between the early 1970s and 1990s and that all unexplained
changes in the test score gaps were attributable to social and educational policies.
Hedges and Nowell addressed some of these problems by analyzing all the national
data available for the period 1965 to the early 1990s that included student test scores
together with family characteristics such as parents’ educational attainment, family
income, and mother’s work status.’

Similar to Grissmer et al. (1994), Hedges and Nowell found that the black-white
test score gap did narrow significantly over time when they examined changes in
mean achievement levels. In addition, their analyses of family background
characteristics accounted for roughly one third of the achievement gap, which is also
similar to the Grissmer et al. findings. However, in contrast to Grissmer et al.,
Hedges and Nowell found that the relationships between family characteristics and
student achievement were not constant over time. Moreover, Hedges and Nowell
argued that we need more direct measures of educational policies that may have
contributed further to the closing of the gap.

Although making a significant contribution to our understanding of black-white
test score trends as they relate to family characteristics, the Hedges and Nowell
study is not without limitations. First, the measures of family characteristics (e.g.,
family income and parents’ education) were not operationalised in the same way.
For example, in the 1965 Equality of Educational Opportunity data, Hedges and
Nowell used possessions in the home as a proxy for family income because
information on income was not available in these data. Second, Hedges and Nowell

2 These data include the Equality of Educational Opportunity survey of 1965 (EEO), the
National Longitudinal Study of the High School Class of 1972 (NLS-72), the High School
and Beyond surveys (HSB), The National Longitudinal Surveys of Youth of 1980
(NLSY:80), the National Education Longitudinal Study of 1988 (NELS:88) and the National
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP).
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were not able to examine changes in schools that occurred during the early 1960s
and 1990s, and they raised the importance of such analyses. Finally, although
beyond the scope of the Hedges and Nowell study, it was unfortunate that they did
not examine changes in the Latino-white test score gap as they did for the black-
white gap.

Extending research to examine school quality, Cook and Evans (2000) were
specifically interested in whether it was changes in family characteristics or changes
in school quality (or both) that were associated with the narrowing of the black-
white test score gap over time. Analyzing the National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) trend assessment, their research focused on not only how changes
in mean levels of family and school characteristics were related to the black-white
test score trends, but also how the relationships between family and school measures
were related to achievement differences in reading and mathematics. They found
that only about twenty-five per cent of the overall convergence in black-white test
scores could be attributed to changing family and school characteristics. They
argued that the remainder is due to changes within schools.

The Cook and Evans (2000) study has several strengths. First, they were able
make fewer assumptions than the studies reviewed above. For example, Cook and
Evans examined tests that were stable over time, in contrast to Grissmer et al. (1994,
1998) and Hedges and Nowell (1998, 1999). In addition, their methods allowed
them to examine how changes in the relationships between their measures and
student achievement differ over time, unlike Grissmer et al.’s work, which assumed
stability of these relationships. Finally, they extended the critical work on changes
in families to include changes in school quality when examining the black-white test
score gap.

However, their study also has its limitations. First, they were limited to
examining family background changes as measured by parent educational
attainment. Unfortunately, the NAEP is very limited in terms of family background
measures because it lacks information on parent income, parent occupational status,
and other family characteristics (Berends and Koretz, 1996; Grissmer et al., 1998).
Second, their measure of school quality was lacking in that they assume that “school
quality is the effect that attending a given school has on student performance after
controlling for the student’s observable characteristics” (Cook and Evans, 2000, p.
732). Although they discuss how omitted variable biases may affect their results,
their analyses lacked direct measures of schools, how these school measures
changed, and how these changes were associated with student test score gaps. Third,
similar to Hedges and Nowell (1998, 1999), their focus was on the black-white test
score gap, and they did not examine Latino-white test score differences.

Thus, despite this important past research, questions remain about achievement
differences among black, Latino and white students and about what family and
school factors are associated with achievement gaps over time. Our analyses aim to
build on the work of Grissmer and colleagues (1994, 1998), Hedges and Nowell
(1998, 1999) and Cook and Evans (2000) with data for three senior cohorts in 1972,
1982 and 1992. Although decomposing the black-white and Latino-white
achievement gaps into changes in families and schools is a complex exercise
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(Berends et al., 1999; Grissmer et al., 1998), we believe our analyses make
important contributions. For instance, similar to Cook and Evans, we attempt here to
use methods that allow for an examination of changes in mean levels of family and
school characteristics and changes in the relationships of these characteristics to
student achievement. However, we do so by using data that have several direct
measures of students’ family and school characteristics, measured consistently over
time. In addition, unlike some past studies, we equate the mathematics achievement
tests over the 1972, 1982, and 1992 student cohorts to make the achievement
measure comparable over time.

Our analyses provide results about specific family and school factors that are
related to student achievement trends, particularly the black-white and Latino-white
mathematics test score gaps for students in high schools. No studies have
comprehensively analyzed several family and school measures across nationally
representative data for different cohorts of high school seniors with comparable
achievement outcomes. Our study aims to fill this gap.

DATA AND METHODS

In this study, we focus on student mathematics achievement and family and school
measures that we could consistently measure over time across nationally
representative cohorts of high school seniors. We believe it is an important
contribution to analyze family, school and achievement measures between 1972 and
1992 that have been operationalised in the same way (for more details about variable
justification and operationalisation, see Berends et al., 2005). Moreover, these
national data we analyze cover the same periods as the studies by Grissmer et al.
(1994), Hedges and Nowell (1998, 1999), and Cook and Evans (2000), so our
findings can be directly compared with their research and thereby extend our
knowledge about the contributing factors to black-white test score trends.

In what follows, we analyze three cohorts of high school seniors in nationally
representative data sets that cover the experiences of secondary school students in
the United States between 1972, 1982, and 1992. The data sets are:

e NLS of the high school class of 1972 (NLS-72)
e HSB senior cohort of 1982 (HSB-82)
e NELS senior cohort of 1992 (NELS-92)

These national data sets are part of the LS program of the National Center for
Education Statistics (NCES), so hereafter we refer to these data sets as “LS data,”
which we later compare to the trend assessment of the National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP). In what follows, we discuss the data sets analyzed,
the operationalisation of the individual, family, and school measures analyzed across
the data sets, and our methodological approach.
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NATIONAL LONGITUDINAL STUDY OF THE HIGH SCHOOL CLASS OF
1972

NLS-72 was designed to produce representative data at the national level on a cohort
of high school seniors who graduated in 1972. The base-year sample was a
stratified, two-stage probability sample of students from all public and private
schools in the United States, with schools as the first-stage units and students within
schools as the second-stage units. The result is a nationally representative sample of
19,000 seniors in 1,061 high schools (Riccobono et al., 1981). Student, school
administrator and test score data are available for measuring students’ academic
achievement and individual, family, and school characteristics. We analyzed
information about the school and data from student tests and student questionnaires.
The student questionnaire was completed by 16,683 high school seniors. Because
we wanted complete data from the student questionnaires, the students’ mathematics
test, and the school information form, the sample for our analyses was reduced to
14,469 students in 875 schools.

HIGH SCHOOL AND BEYOND

Similar to NLS-72, HSB is a two-stage stratified probability sample with schools as
the first-stage units and students within schools as the second-stage units. In the first
stage 1,100 schools were selected, and in the second stage about 36 students were
randomly selected in each school. Some types of schools were oversampled to
ensure adequate numbers of students were available in subpopulations of interest.
We analyzed the sample of about 26,000 students who were sophomores in the 1980
base year sample and were followed up as seniors in 1982. The follow-up sample
retained the essential features of the base-year design: multistage, stratified and
clustered (see Jones et al., 1983).

HSB was unique in that it gathered data on two high school grade levels in 1980
(tenth and twelfth grades). Both the sophomore and senior cohorts in HSB have
information on students, schools, and test scores. The sophomore cohort was
followed up two years later when the students were seniors (HSB-82). Although we
used the 1980 senior cohort (HSB-80) to equate students’ mathematics scores over
time (see Berends et al., 2005), our descriptive and multivariate analyses of the
effects of family and school measures on student achievement revealed no
significant differences between the 1980 and 1982 senior cohorts. For the sake of
parsimony and presentation, we thus present the 1972, 1982, and 1992 comparisons
when examining how trends in the mathematics gap related to changes in family and
school measures.

NATIONAL EDUCATION LONGITUDINAL STUDY

NELS is a nationally representative data set that includes detailed information from
students, schools, and parents (Ingels et al., 1993). The 1988 base-year NELS
included about 25,000 eighth-grade students in 1,035 schools. Students in NELS
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were followed up in the tenth grade (1990), twelfth grade (1992), two years after
high school (1994), and in the year 2000. These data contain extensive information
about the achievement and school experiences of students prior to high school entry,
data on school organisation in middle and high school, students’ family and
demographic characteristics, and students’ experiences beyond high school. In each
of the first three waves of NELS students were tested in various subject areas.

NATIONAL ASSESSMENT OF EDUCATIONAL PROGRESS

When examining test score trends, we compare our estimates in the LS data sets to
the NAEP trend assessment, which contains information over time on the same set
of test score items for nationally representative samples of students. Although NAEP
collects information on the same items over time, NAEP data lack critical
information about individual, family, and school characteristics needed to examine
family and school-based explanations over time (see Berends and Koretz, 1996).
However, NAEP provides a useful benchmark against which to compare the test
score trends in NLS-72, HSB-82, and NELS-92 (Green et al., 1995).

DEPENDENT MEASURE

Mathematics Achievement

The dependent variable in our models is the individual student mathematics test
scores, assumed to be a function of a set of independent individual, family, and
school variables that are directly comparable in the senior cohort data sets. The
group differences that are the focus of this paper are those between black and Latino
and white students during their senior year of high school.

In order to more accurately measure the extent of group differences within each
of the senior cohorts, we linked the mathematics tests over time and calibrated them
to be on the same scale so that it is as though students across cohorts had taken the
same test (see Berends et al., [2005] for details on linking procedures). Because the
reading, science, and social studies tests did not have items in common across the
cohorts, we were limited to mathematics. However, because of both the sensitivity
of mathematics tests to school effects and the variation in mathematics scores across
schools (Serensen and Morgan, 2000), it is important to understand trends in
mathematics achievement and how other family and school changes relate to them,
particularly for students from different racial-ethnic groups.

To link the mathematics achievement tests among the senior cohorts, we
calculated test scores using Item Response Theory (IRT) (see Lord, 1980;
Hambleton, 1989). IRT assumes that a test taker’s probability of answering an item
on a test correctly is a function of his or her proficiency level and other
characteristics of the test itself. For instance, in a three-parameter IRT model,
aspects used to mathematically determine a student’s score include how well a
particular item distinguishes between proficiency levels at a particular point, the
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difficulty of the item, and the extent to which a student can guess the item correctly
(“guessability” of the item). These aspects are used to place each test taker at a
particular point (i.e., theta or 0) on a continuous proficiency scale. Essentially, this
linking procedure allows us to examine what test scores would be if all students over
the years had taken the 1972 test in mathematics.

Although IRT methods provide accurate measures of student scores throughout
the proficiency distribution, it is important to remain aware that the tests do differ;
they are not identical across the different cohorts.® However, the tests are similar in
structure and the domains tested, and they do contain some common items to use for
equating purposes. Moreover, research to date suggests that the tests across these
cohorts are reliable and valid measures of students’ mathematics achievement in
secondary school (see Berends et al., 2005; Koretz and Berends, 2001; Rock, Hilton
et al., 1985; Rock and Pollack, 1995).

FAMILY AND SCHOOL MEASURES

The definitions for the other measures in our models are matched across the data sets
for the three senior cohorts. Our selection of variables was dictated by the necessity
of comparable measures across the data sets (NLS-72, HSB-82, and NELS-92). We
analyzed a number of variables to examine student test score differences so as to
extend past research on student test score gaps, with a particular emphasis on how
changes in families and schools related to the black-white mathematics test score
gap (Cook and Evans, 2000; Grissmer et al., 1994, 1998; Hedges and Nowell, 1998).
The measures we analyze include individual characteristics (race-cthnicity and
gender), family background (parents’ educational attainment, occupational status,
and family income), and school characteristics (socioeconomic and minority
composition, sector, urban locale). (For a detailed description of these measures, see
Berends et al., 2005).

We also examine a social-psychological measure of track placement (Gamoran,
1989; Lucas, 1999; Lucas and Gamoran, 2001), a measure that deserves further
comment. The survey question administered across the different cohorts asked
students to describe their high school program as being academic or college-bound,
general, or vocational. We created a new variable that compared students in the
college or academic track to those in the non-academic track. The structure of
tracking has certainly changed between the early 1970s and the 1990s. Rather than

3 To measure a broader range of abilities and the extent of cognitive gains between eighth and
twelfth grades, NELS included various forms of the tenth- and twelfth-grade tests to avoid
floor and ceiling effects. For example, tenth graders in the first follow-up test administration
were given different forms of the test depending on how they scored in the eighth grade base
year. In mathematics, there were seven forms, and in reading there were five forms — all
differing in difficulty to provide better estimates of achievement throughout the proficiency
distribution (for further details on the psychometric properties of the NELS tests, see Rock
and Pollack, 1995). Specific test score information allowed us to link scores across all these
NELS mathematics forms and the NLS and HSB cohorts. There were no common items to
equate the reading scores in the senior NELS sample to the previous cohorts.
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taking a program of courses, students are differentiated into some hierarchy within
subject-based ability group arrangements, such as honours, regular, or remedial
(Oakes et al, 1992; Lucas, 1999; Lucas and Gamoran, 2001). Whether such
differentiation results in a program of courses is open to question.

Although there have been changes in tracking over the past decades, several
argue that the students’ reports of their track placement provide essential data. For
example, Gamoran (1987) suggested that because students have a great deal of
choice in course selections in high school, students’ perceived track placement may
be a better predictor of achievement than school reports. Moreover, there is a long
body of research that shows that self-reported track placement is one of the strongest
and most long-lasting school measures affecting long-term educational attainment
(Lucas and Gamoran, 2001; Gamoran and Berends, 1987). Thus, we suggest that
student-reported track placement taps an important social-psychological dimension
of tracking, revealing students’ attitudes towards school and their educational
futures. Understanding changes in these perceptions of school opportunity structures
over time is important to determine whether students who typically have been
underserved by the education system, such as black and Latino students, have
changed their social-psychological perceptions over time and whether these changes
are related to trends in test score gaps.

METHODOLOGY

Methods to assess the effects of individual, family and schools over time need to
factor in both changes in the characteristics of interest (means) and changes in the
effects of these characteristics (coefficients) on achievement scores at different
points in time. To decompose such effects, we rely on a technique widely used in
labour economics called the Oaxaca decomposition (Oaxaca, 1970; Cain, 1986;
Corcoran and Duncan, 1979). Although attributed to Oaxaca, this technique was
previously used by sociologists (Duncan, 1967, 1968; Cancio et al., 1996) and has
been primarily used to explain differences in wages across groups in cross-sectional
data (Cain, 1986; Corcoran and Duncan, 1979) and the time-series pattern of wages
in repeated cross-sections (Sahling and Smith, 1983). There have been recent
applications in education as well (Cook and Evans, 2000; Goldhaber, 1996; Gill and
Michaels, 1992). For example, as previously noted, Cook and Evans (2000) used
such methods to investigate how changes in the mean differences and changes in the
coefficients of family and school measures were related to the convergence of the
black-white test score gap; our analyses aim to build on their findings using a similar
approach.

The first step in decomposing the effects of family background measures on the
black-white and Latino-white test score gaps is to estimate a series of regressions for
each senior cohort. For these regressions, we first enter the race dummy variable to
estimate the unadjusted predicted mathematics test score differences between black
and white and Latino and white students. We also estimate a series of multilevel
regressions of students nested in schools. These regressions estimate the relationship
of mathematics achievement to mother’s and father’s educational attainment, the
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higher of mother’s or father’s occupational status (Duncan’s SEI), the family income
quintile dummies, academic track, minority, and socioeconomic composition of the
school, sector, and urban locale. Gender is also included in these regressions as a
covariate.

To analyze how trends in individual, family, and school measures were related to
trends in the black-white and Latino-white mathematics test score gaps, we use
multilevel regression. We first fit a hierarchical linear model to each cohort and
estimate regression coefficients (Kreft and De Leeuw, 1998; Raudenbush and Bryk,
2002; Snijders and Bosker, 1999). Then, we use the coefficients in the
decomposition of the difference between the predicted means of test scores between
groups (Equation 1) (e.g., Duncan, 1967, 1968; Oaxaca, 1970; Cain, 1986; Sahling
and Smith, 1983; Gill and Michaels, 1992; Cook and Evans, 2000; Goldhaber, 1996;
Sayer et al., 2004). The LS data allowed for this analysis over three time intervals,
but here we focus on the twenty-year period between 1972 and 1992. By looking at
the results of these decompositions, we can begin to understand how black and
Latino students’ mathematics scores changed relative to those of whites over this 20-
year span. Moreover, we can examine in which decade the most notable changes
occurred. Mathematically, for each of these intervals we employed the following
decomposition:

o AV, -AY, =(AX, -A)_Co)-ﬁ0+A)_C]-(ﬁ,-ﬁA’0)+ )_Czw'(,ézw-ﬁﬂ

. -xow(ﬁm-ﬁa)*’3_61};'(,81-,5’11))'J_C()b‘(ﬁo-,ém:) (D
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is the change from time O to time 1 in the difference between the predicted means of
white and black (or white and Latino) test scores; *

4 The predicted means used in the decompositions are not simple averages of the dependent
variable. Given the nested nature of the data and the consequent need to employ a multi-level
or hierarchical model (HLM), the equation above would not necessarily hold if the change in
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b A)_Ci ~ X X

is the difference at time i between the means of black and white (or Latino and
white) individual and school-level characteristics;

e Yib and Yiw
are the vectors of means at time i of individual and school-level characteristics for
the black and white (or Latino and white) students, respectively;

e [,is the estimated coefficient vector for a representative student at time i;

e [, and f,, are the estimated coefficient vectors at time i for black and
white (or Latino and white) students;

e (A X ; -A X 0" ,3 o1s the explained portion of the achievement differentials,

associated with changes from time O to time 1 in the differences between
white and black seniors (or white and Latino seniors) in the means of
family and school characteristics; and

. A)_CI‘(,BJ -Bo)+ ')_Clw'(ﬂlw' B - ')_C()w'(ﬂ()w' Bo)+ )_Clb'(ﬂl' B -
X 01,-(ﬁA' 0- ﬁA’ op) 18 the unexplained portion of the differentials attributable

to variability in the effects (or coefficients) of family and school
characteristics between representative students and black or white students
(or Latino or white students), as well as differences in these effects from
time 0 to time 1.

The explained component of this decomposition has two features of note. First, it
weights the change in differences between white and minority student means by the
coefficient estimates from time O (or 1972). Thus, the explained component
represents the change in the test score gap that we would expect to see if the black
(or Latino) and white students at time 0 had the mean characteristics of black (or
Latino) and white students at time 1 holding everything else constant. The
decomposition can also be calculated using estimated coefficients from 1992 as
weights, so we show the results from both the 1972 and 1992 estimations. Second, it
uses the student cohort coefficient estimates, as opposed to white or black student
coefficient estimates. Since black, Latino, and white students in a given cohort were
not schooled in total isolation from one another nor indeed from students of other
races, they do not form distinct populations but instead are part of the same
population. Thus, using a set of coefficient estimates for each student cohort seems
more appropriate. This choice also avoids capriciously choosing either to weight the
change in mean differences by the black, Latino, or white student coefficient
estimates, or estimating a set of coefficients for both and then attempting to mediate
between the two sets of results generated. (The results from the regression models
and full set of descriptive characteristics appear in Appendix A.)
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RESULTS

Black and Latino students have made considerable achievement gains in the last
couple of decades in narrowing the minority-nonminority test score gap. The
convergence occurs across subject area tests (Campbell et al., 2000), and the gap has
narrowed more in reading than mathematics. In addition, there have been changes in
family and school conditions over this time period that are likely to be related to
student achievement trends and the achievement gaps between minority and
nonminority youth.

In what follows, we first present trends in the black-white and Latino-white
mathematics score differences in the senior cohorts and compare them to other
national achievement trends in the NAEP. The focus here is on mathematics because
we were able to link the test scores across cohorts in the Longitudinal Studies (LS).
Second, we examine the trends in family background and school measures for the
different groups.

TEST SCORE DIFFERENCES AMONG RACIAL-ETHNIC GROUPS OVER
TIME

Consistent with other national data, black students have made considerable
achievement gains in narrowing the black-white test score gap when examining the
senior cohorts of NLS-72, HSB-82, and NELS-92. The estimates for the black-white
convergence in mathematics appear in Figure 4.3. The estimates for the three LS
senior cohorts are plotted against those in the NAEP trend assessment because the
NAEP provides the strongest trend assessment available in the United States and
offers an important benchmark for the LS cohorts. In 1972, the black-white
difference was over a standard deviation (SD = 1.09) in the NLS-72 data, but by the
early 1990s, the gap narrowed by about 20 per cent to 0.87 of a SD unit difference in
NELS. In 1973, the black-white difference in NAEP was 1.14 of a SD, similarly
narrowing to 0.89 of a SD in 1996 (a 22 per cent reduction). Both the LS and NAEP
data sources reveal that the black-white differences in mathematics converged by
roughly 1/100™ of a SD each year between 1972 and 1992. The overall pattern
remains consistent, even though the LS and NAEP samples differ in their design and
the tests administered. The LS senior cohorts reveal a narrowing of the test score
gap between blacks and whites, a convergence that begs explanation.
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Mathematics Differences in
Standard Deviation Units
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Figure 4.3: Black-White Mathematics Differences in the Senior Cohorts
Compared with the NAEP Trend Assessment

Over this same period, Latino students also made achievement gains and closed the
gap with white students. Estimates for the Latino-white convergence in
mathematics appear in Figure 4.4. The Latino-white gap is large, even though the
black-white mathematics achievement gap is even larger. For example, in the NLS-
72 data, the Latino-white difference was 0.88 of a SD, but by the early 1990s, the
gap had narrowed by 32 per cent — to 0.60 of a SD unit difference in NELS. In
1973, the Latino-white difference in NAEP was 0.94 of a SD, narrowing to 0.71 of a
SD in 1996 (a 24 per cent reduction). Similar to the black-white differences, the
overall pattern remains consistent between the LS and NAEP samples despite their
differences, and the reduction in the test score gaps between Latino and white
students is worthy of examination.
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Figure 4.4: Latino-White Mathematics Differences in the Senior Cohorts
Compared with the NAEP Trend Assessment

CHANGES IN FAMILY BACKGROUND CHARACTERISTICS AMONG
RACIAL-ETHNIC GROUPS

In addition to the significant trends in the test scores of black, Latino, and white
students, important changes have occurred in family background characteristics such
as parents’ educational attainment, occupational status, and income.” Overall,
compared to students’ parents in the 1970s, high school seniors in the early 1990s
are living with parents who are better educated and have higher occupational status.
Family income over this period has remained quite stable (see Grissmer et al., 1994).
In 1972, parents’ mean educational attainment levels in the LS data were 12.31
years for mothers and 12.54 for fathers (see Table 4.1). By 1992, both mothers and
fathers had about one extra year of education — 13.29 years, on average, for mothers,
and 13.67 for fathers. Similarly, the occupational status of parents increased. In
1972, the Duncan SEI index was 36.93, whereas in 1992 this had increased to 47.19
— a 10.26 point increase (or a 0.38 of a standard deviation [SD] increase).

5 The descriptive statistics and statistical models use the appropriate weights available in the
data and adjust for the clustered nature of the data.
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BLACK-WHITE FAMILY BACKGROUND TRENDS

When examining black-white differences in family background trends over time,
there have been important improvements in these conditions for black students.
Black students made considerable progress relative to whites when considering
fathers’ educational attainment, parent occupational status, and family income. As
the shaded rows in Table 4.1 reveal, the black-white difference in 1972 for the
educational attainment levels of students’ fathers was almost one year (0.88) of
education. Specifically, the average black student’s father had .88 years less than the
average white student’s father in 1972, but by 1992 this education gap had narrowed
to about a half a year (0.54). The black-white gap in occupational status in 1972 was
19.83 points (or 0.74 of a SD). By 1992, the gap in occupational status had
decreased to 8.95 points (or 0.34 of a SD). The percentage of black students living in
poor families also decreased dramatically between 1972 and 1992. In 1972, the
proportion of black students living in poor families was 0.61 compared with 0.30 of
white students — a 0.31 difference.’ In 1992, the proportion of black students living
in poverty was 0.41 compared with 0.19 of white students — a 0.22 difference. Of
course, the proportion of black students who still live in poverty is significant, but
the progress of blacks relative to whites is noteworthy.

Latino-White Family Background Trends

When examining differences between Latino and white students in family
background measures between the early 1970s and 1990s, we find that overall
conditions have improved for Latino students and their families. However, despite
these overall positive trends, they have not helped Latino students and their families
close the gap with white students on the family background measures examined
here.

For example, Latino students’ mothers had an average 11.04 years of schooling
in 1972, but by 1992, the average mother’s educational attainment for Latino
students was 12.03 — nearly a year’s increase. A similar pattern emerges when
considering father’s educational attainment for Latino students. Despite these
positive trends in parental educational attainment, however, this progress has not
closed the gap between Latino and white students. For instance, in 1972 the gap
between Latino and white students in mother’s educational attainment was 1.41 in
1972 and this gap actually increased slightly by 1992 to 1.47 years. That is, in the
early 1990s, Latino students had mothers who, on average, had just under one and a
half years of education less than white students’ parents. The Latino-white

6 Thirty-four, 29 and 25 per cent of the students are in the lowest quintiles in the respective
1972, 1982, and 1992 cohorts. The reason there are more than 20 per cent of the students in
these quintiles is that we parsed each cohort’s income values in 1992 dollars into five
categories (5 quintiles) by assigning the income category midpoints to the responses and then
found the corresponding quintiles from the population as reported by the Census Bureau (see
Koretz and Berends, 2001). Thus, the senior cohorts are somewhat poorer than the nation as a
whole when measured in this way.
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difference in fathers’ educational attainments was 1.21 in 1972, and this gap
increased to 1.59 in 1992. In general, while the educational attainment of Latino
students’ parents increased between the early 1970s and early 1990s, these increases
were not sufficient to close the gap with white students.

Table 4.1: Selected Racial-Ethnic Differences in Family Background Characteristics
in LS Data, 1972-1992

Change

1972 1982 1992 (1992-1972)

Mother’s Education 12.31 12.65 13.29 +0.98
White 12.45 12.84 13.50 +1.05
Blacks 11.57 12.22 12.96 +1.39
Latino 11.04 11.90 12.03 +0.99
B-W Difference -0.88 -0.62 -0.54 +0.34
L-W Difference -1.41 -0.94 -1.47 -0.06
Father’s Education 12.54 12.88 13.67 +1.13
White 12.73 13.19 13.92 +1.19
Blacks 11.27 11.76 12.96 +1.69
Latino 11.32 11.98 12.33 +1.01
B-W Difference -1.46 -1.43 -0.96 +0.50
L-W Difference -1.21 -1.41 -1.59 -0.18
Occupational Status (Duncan’s SEI) 36.93 47.79 47.19 +10.26
White 39.55 50.64 49.58 +10.03
Blacks 19.72 38.47 40.63 +20.91
Latino 21.70 39.98 36.73 +15.03
B-W Difference -19.83 -12.17 -8.95 +10.88
L-W Difference -17.85 -10.66 -12.85 +5.00
Lowest Income Quintile 0.34 0.29 0.25 -0.09
White 0.30 0.24 0.19 -0.11
Blacks 0.61 0.51 0.41 -0.20
Latino 0.57 0.38 0.49 -0.08
B-W Difference 0.31 0.27 0.22 -0.09
L-W Difference 0.27 0.14 0.30 0.03

When considering occupational status, the gap between Latino and white
students decreased over the period examined. The gap in 1972 was 17.85 Duncan
SEI points (or 0.67 of a SD), and this gap decreased to 12.85 points in 1992 (0.48
SD units). In general, the gap in occupational status closed by just under one-fifth of
a standard deviation over this twenty-year period.

In 1972, the proportion of Latino students in the bottom income quintile was .57
compared with 0.30 of white students, a 0.27 difference. Twenty years later, 0.49 of
Latino students were in the bottom income quintile compared with 0.19 of white
students — a .30 difference. The gaps in poverty between students in Latino and
white families were and remain equally large.
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CHANGES IN SCHOOL CHARACTERISTICS AMONG RACIAL-ETHNIC
GROUPS

Examining changes in school characteristics in the data sets spanning 1972 to 1992,
we see that there have been increases in the proportion of students across the nation
attending urban schools, schools with a greater number of minority students and
private schools. Table 4.2 shows the differences in school conditions between 1972
and 1992 for the entire samples in the data sets as well as by racial-ethnic groups.

There have been increases in the proportion of students attending urban schools
and schools with a greater proportion of racial-ethnic minorities. For example, in
1972, 28 per cent of the nation’s students attended schools in urban areas compared
with 36 per cent of students in 1992. In addition, although overall students in 1972
attended schools in which the proportion of the non-white student body was 0.19, in
1992 students, on average, attended schools in which the non-white proportion was
0.36.

Similar to changes in students’ families, schools tended to be somewhat higher in
occupational status in 1992 compared with 1972. That is, in 1972 students attended
schools where the average socioeconomic composition was (-0.05) compared with
the 1992 counterparts who typically attended schools where the average
socioeconomic composition was (0.05).

Students in 1992 were also more likely to attend private schools than students in
1972, at least as evident in these data sets. Whereas the proportion of students
attending private schools in the NLS-72 was 0.07, the proportion of high school
seniors in NELS attending private schools was 0.16.

Black-White Differences in School Characteristics

When considering the types of schools that black and white students attended
between 1972 and 1992, there have been some differences that have remained over
time. In 1972, black students were likely to attend schools for which the average
proportion of schools classified as urban was 0.44 compared with white students
who attended schools for which the average proportion was 0.27. There were slight
changes in the proportion of white and black students attending urban schools
between 1972 and 1992, and the gap between blacks and whites decreased to a small
extent from 0.17 in 1972 to 0.14 in 1992.

When considering the socioeconomic composition of schools, the black-white
difference in the typical schools attended by blacks and whites narrowed between
1972 (-0.18 difference) and 1982 (-0.08); however the black-white difference in the
average socioeconomic composition of schools was quite similar in 1992 (a gap of
-0.21) to the gap 20 years earlier. Apparently, the closing of black-white
socioeconomic circumstances seen among individuals was not reflected in the
socioeconomic composition of schools that blacks and whites attended.

If a high minority composition is viewed as a proxy for schools that have
historically been underserved by the education system in terms of providing high
quality resources, services, and instruction, then the increasing proportion of high
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minority schools suggests a lack of progress for black students. The average
proportion minority composition for schools attended by white students was 0.17
compared with the average for schools attended by black students of 0.36. While
there were not significant changes in minority composition for schools attended by
whites between 1972 and 1992, the average minority composition for schools
attended by black students increased from 0.36 to 0.42, a 0.06 point change in
proportion. Comparing minority composition in the typical schools between 1972
and 1992, there was actually an increase of the difference between blacks and whites
(0.19 to 0.24).

When comparing the proportion of black and white students attending private
schools, we find that while there has been an increase in private school attendance in
both groups, the gap in private school attendance has grown slightly. For example,
in 1972, the proportion of white students attending private schools was 0.07
compared with 0.05 of black students. By 1992, the proportion of white students
attending private schools was 0.17 compared with 0.11 of black students. The black-
white gap in private school attendance was -0.02 in 1972 compared with -0.06 in
1992 — suggesting that whites tend to attend private schools more than black
students, and that this gap has increased by a very small amount over time.

Latino-White Differences in School Characteristics

Turning now to the type of schools that Latino and white students attended from
1972 through to 1992, we see some indicators of change and stability that may be
related to changes in test score trends. There has been stability in the proportion of
Latino students attending urban schools and in the socioeconomic composition of
the schools they attended. There have been very small increases in the Latino
population attending private schools and schools with a higher percentage of
minority students.

In 1972, the proportion of Latino students attending urban schools was 0.48
compared with 0.27 of white students — a 0.21 difference. By 1992 there were
slight increases in the proportion of white students attending urban schools and
small decreases in the proportion of Latino students attending such schools, so the
Latino-white gap decreased from 0.21 in 1972 to 0.15 in 1992.

When considering the socioeconomic composition of schools, the Latino-white
difference actually increased over time, favouring white students. In 1972 the
average socioeconomic composition of schools attended by whites was -0.03, but
this improved to 0.13 in 1992. By contrast, the average socioeconomic composition
of schools attended by Latino students in 1972 was -0.12 and this got worse in 1992
(-0.15). Thus, the Latino-white gap in school socioeconomic composition actually
got worse for Latino students between 1972 and 1992.

Again, if a high minority composition is viewed as a proxy for schools that have
historically been underserved by the education system in terms of providing high
quality resources, services, and instruction, then these conditions have not benefited
Latino students. For example, in 1972 the average minority composition for schools
attended by Latino students was 0.33 compared with 0.17 for white students. The
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Latino-white gap in minority composition increased slightly from 0.16 in 1972 to
0.19 in 1992, suggesting changes in minority composition are unlikely to benefit
Latino students.

Table 4.2: Racial-Ethnic Differences in School Conditions in LS Data, 1972-1992

Change

1972 1982 1992 (1992-1972)

Proportion Urban School 0.28 0.25 0.36 +0.08
White 0.27 0.21 0.30 +0.03
Blacks 0.44 0.36 0.44 0.00
Latino 0.48 0.26 0.45 -0.03
B-W Difference +0.17 +0.15 +0.14 -0.03
L-W Difference 0.21 0.05 0.15 -0.06
Proportion Minority Composition 0.19 0.26 0.25 +0.06
White 0.17 0.21 0.18 +0.01
Black 0.36 0.37 0.42 +0.06
Latino 0.33 0.28 0.37 +0.04
B-W Difference +0.19 +0.16 +0.24 +0.05
L-W Difference +0.16 +0.07 +0.19 +0.03
Mean Socioeconomic Composition -0.05 0.00 0.05 +0.10
White -0.03 0.04 0.13 +0.16
Black -0.21 -0.04 -0.08 +0.13
Latino -0.12 -0.06 -0.15 -0.03
B-W Difference -0.18 -0.08 -0.21 -0.03
L-W Difference -0.09 -0.10 -0.28 -0.19
Proportion Private School 0.07 0.12 0.16 +0.09
White 0.07 0.12 0.17 +0.10
Black 0.05 0.10 0.11 +0.06
Latino 0.06 0.10 0.12 +0.06
B-W Difference -0.02 -0.02 -0.06 -0.04
L-W Difference -0.01 -0.02 -0.05 -0.04

Similar to the black-white gap in private school attendance, we find that the
Latino-white gap in private school attendance has increased to a small extent. For
example, in 1972, the proportion of white students attending private schools was
0.07 compared with 0.06 of Latino students. By 1992, the proportion of white
students attending private schools was 0.17 compared with 0.12 of Latino students.
The Latino-white gap in private school attendance was -0.01 in 1972 compared with
-0.05 in 1992. These differences suggest that white students tend to attend private
schools more than Latino students. This gap has increased over time to a small
degree.
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CHANGES IN SELF-REPORTED TRACK PLACEMENT AMONG RACIAL-
ETHNIC GROUPS

The school organisation characteristics described above are important because they
have been related to student achievement, and because any changes over time for
one racial-ethnic group vis-a-vis another may suggest growing or declining
inequities. Although school characteristics help describe elements of the
organisation, it is also important to consider schooling characteristics such as track
placement, since these provide indicators of student experiences within the
organisation (Bidwell and Kasarda, 1980; Gamoran et al, 2000).

When considering track placement for the different national cohorts of high
school seniors, we see relative stability in proportions of students reporting
placement in the academic track. For example, in 1972 the proportion of students
reporting academic track placement was 0.47. This decreased slightly in the early
1980s when the proportion of students reporting academic track placement was 0.39.
But by 1992, the proportion once again increased to 0.47.

Black-White Differences in Self-Reported Academic Track Placement

When looking at black-white differences in track placement, we see a significant
increase in the proportion of black students reporting academic track placement,
suggesting a closing of the black-white tracking gap. In 1972, the proportion of
black students reporting academic track placement was 0.28, whereas in 1992, the
proportion was 0.41, a 0.13 point increase. About half of all white students in 1972
and 1992 reported academic track placement. Although the black-white difference in
reported track placement was 0.22 in 1972, this difference declined to 0.08 in 1992
— a significant reduction suggesting a possible benefit for black students.

Latino-White Differences in Self-Reported Academic Track Placement

When examining the Latino-white differences in track placement, there was also a
reduction in the gap. In 1972, the proportion of Latino students reporting academic
track placement was 0.26 compared with 0.37 in 1992 — a 0.11 point increase. The
Latino-white difference in reported track placement was 0.24 in 1972, and this
difference was reduced to 0.12 in 1992. This decline in the gap, while not as great as
the decline in the black-white gap, suggests changes in tracking that benefited
Latino students.
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Table 4.3: Racial-Ethnic Differences in Self-Reported Track Placement in LS Data,

1972-1992

Change

1972 1982 1992 (1992-1972)

Academic Tracks 0.47 0.39 0.47 0.00
White 0.50 0.42 0.49 -0.01
Blacks 0.28 0.35 0.41 +0.13
Latino 0.26 0.25 0.37 +0.11
B-W Difference -0.22 -0.07 -0.08 +0.14
L-W Difference -0.24 -0.17 -0.12 +0.12

With few exceptions, the patterns spanning the early 1970s to the early 1990s
show a narrowing of the black-white and Latino-white differences in mathematics
achievement. In both the LS senior cohorts and NAEP data, we see a significant
reduction between 1972 and 1992 in the black-white (from a 1.09 to a 0.87 standard
deviation units’ difference or a 20 per cent reduction) and Latino-white (from a 0.88
to a 0.60 standard deviation units’ difference or a 32 per cent reduction)
mathematics test score gaps. While the gaps remain large, the significant
convergence in scores requires some explanation, something we will now consider.

Many of the measures for family background trends suggest that the family
conditions of black students — at least on the measures considered here — have
improved vis-a-vis those of white students. Some of the trends in family background
measures benefited Latinos (i.e., socioeconomic status), but several have not (e.g.,
parent education and income).

It is less clear that school organisation characteristics reveal a closing of the
black-white or Latino-white gap. In one instance, that of urban school attendance,
there has been a narrowing of the gaps between black and white and Latino and
white students. However, when considering school minority or socioeconomic
composition or private school attendance, there have not been significant changes in
the racial-ethnic group differences.

Changes in schooling characteristics, however, when measured by self-reported
track placement, suggest important improvements in the schooling experiences of
black and Latino students vis-a-vis their white counterparts. A greater proportion of
black and Latino students reported academic track placement in 1992 compared with
1982 and 1972. The black-white and Latino-white gaps in this regard have closed
dramatically.

But what are the relationships among these trends? How do the changes in the
family background and school measures relate to black-white and to Latino-white
test score trends? By decomposing the effects of these measures on mathematics
achievement, we can provide some answers to these questions — something we turn
to next.
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DECOMPOSING CHANGES IN THE BLACK-WHITE TEST SCORE GAP

The methods we use allow us to disentangle the changes that have occurred for
black and white students (and later for Latino and white students). We examine the
changes between 1972 and 1992 in levels (means) of the individual, family
background, and school measures. When these changes are scaled by the 1972
regression coefficients, we are able to examine how family and school changes
corresponded to the changes that occurred in the test score gap between black and
white students and between Latino and white students. In other words, assuming that
the 1972 relationships between family and school measures and mathematics
achievement remained constant for later senior cohorts, we examine how changes in
population characteristics corresponded to changes in the mathematics achievement
gap over this 20-year period. When presenting the results, we focus on changes in
the population (i.e., family and school) and then on the changes in student reports
about secondary school tracking. The results of this decomposition for mathematics
achievement scores appear in Table 4.4. The column of As in Table 4.4 is the change
in the black-white test score gap for the time period considered that is associated
with the changes in the means for the variable (rows) being considered. The per cent
column (per cent) is the percentage of the total black-white test score gap for the
period being considered to which changes in that particular variable correspond;
positive percentages indicate that the predicted test score gaps would have decreased
or converged, while negative percentages indicate that test score gaps would have
increased or diverged.

Between 1972 and 1992, relative to white students, black students’ individual
and family characteristics — parental education level, family income, and
particularly parent occupational status — improved. These changes were large and
when scaled by the 1972 regression coefficients, these relative changes between the
black and white student populations corresponded to 56.65 per cent of the change in
the test score gap. Of particular importance was the relative improvement of the
socioeconomic circumstances of black families compared to white families as seen
by changes in the SEI measure corresponding to 43.22 per cent of the convergence
in the mathematics scores between black and white students.

If one only considers changes in the mean school variables measured here when
scaled to the 1972 regression coefficients, there was a corresponding increase in the
black-white test score gap between 1972 and 1992. The increases in black students’
likelihood of being segregated in high minority schools corresponded to a 10.34
increase of the black-white mathematics gap. Overall, changes in school level means
corresponded to a 12.16 per cent increase in the black-white gap.
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Table 4.4: Decomposition of the Relationships of Family Background, Track and School
Measures to the Convergence in Black-White Mathematics Scores, 1972-1992

Black - White
1972-1982 1982-1992 1972-1992 1992
A % A % A % A %
Individual and
Family
Measures
Total -0.086 30.86  -0.045 -89.77 -0.128 56.65 0.133 18.55
Female -0.010 3.47 0.001 2.95 -0.007 291 0.004 0.50
Family Income -0.007 248  -0.005 -10.59 -0.012 522 0.047 6.63
Parental
Education 0.014 -5.26 -0.028 -55.29 -0.012 530 0.058 8