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Brown v. Board of Education of 1954 was passed to end racism in schools, opening the door for equal opportunity for all Americans to have access to free and appropriate public education.  While explicit forms of racism, such as segregation and unequal distribution of resources, have been eliminated from American schools today, implicit racism still exists, embedded in the legacy left from generations of explicit racism.  As a result, large achievement gaps exist when comparing Hispanic and African-American students to white students, and broaden as students mature (Fryer, & Levitt, 2005).  


Such achievement gaps have drawn significant attention, catalyzing aggressive legislation, most notably the federal No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB).  NCLB requires significant scrutiny to be placed on low-performing schools and that subsequent programs are implemented to ensure that all students receive and all schools provide a free and appropriate public education.  Accordingly, achievement gaps must be negated and all students must perform on a proficient level; among the most glaring of the achievement gaps are those of African-American and Hispanic students.  Concurrently, many states and local jurisdictions are implementing policies and programs intended to target low-performing schools and jurisdictions.  Large concentrations of these low-performing schools are located in urban jurisdictions and are populated by students of minority races.  Further, in adequately performing schools, minority students often perform significantly lower than their white counterparts, even when socio-economic status is equal or higher for the minority students (Ogbu, 1994; Fryer, 2005).


Over fifty years after the civil rights movement, one is easily perplexed as to how such disparities in performance in schools still exist today.  A closer look at the average life and development of minority children, specifically the school experience of minority children, portrays a more translucent picture of the inequalities prevalent in our schools today.  A meticulous assessment finds that many of these differences in experiences result from years of explicit racism built into the American system resulting in an over-representation of minorities in low socio-economic classes (Wilson, 2003).  Consequently, a vicious cycle has ensued and is ensuing in which minorities lack social mobility, one of the founding principles of American society.


In the ideal society, a child enters kindergarten a blank slate, ready to learn.  Each student has had a fulfilling early childhood experience encompassing rich cognitive development.  Unfortunately, before children even enter their formal educational training, white students are generally more prepared, beginning the expansion of the achievement gap.  Richard Coley, an early education expert for the non-profit Education Testing Service, recognizes that the preparation and development of a child before he/she enters grade school is pivotal to his/her academic achievement; concurrently, disparities at such an early age are prevalent among students when disaggregated by race and socio-economic status (2002).  


Birth and childhood conditions play significant roles in the physical and cognitive development of children.  Unfortunately, minority children are more likely to be exposed to adverse living conditions.  African-American babies are twice as likely to born with a low birth weight.  Black and Hispanic children are far more likely to be exposed to lead and subject to lead poisoning.  Over 15% of black and Hispanic children are malnourished, compared to only 5% of white children (Barton, 2003).  Additionally, 70% of African-American births and 40% of Hispanic births are non-marital, well above the national average of 33% (Pong, Dronkers, & Hampden-Thompson, 2003).


Parental support and family structure also vary among races.  White parents are far more likely to read to their children (Coley, 2002).  A strong and consistent family structure is additionally found to increase student achievement.  In fact, students who live in single-parent homes when young achieve at a lower rate in math and reading, and when older, face a higher risk of low academic achievement and dropping out.  Split and single families are often subject to meager resources and less parental involvement, inhibiting the cognitive development and learning enrichment opportunities for children (Pong, Dronkers, & Hampden-Thompson, 2003).


Parent income and education levels are often designated as a significant contributor to the achievement gap for students in school.  Accordingly, white parents generally are wealthier and have achieved higher levels of education (Uhlenberg & Brown, 2002).  Uhlenberg and Brown find that while family wealth is not found to have a profound effect on students early in life, socio-economic differences strongly impact the availability to opportunities, both in and out of school, when students are older (2002).   Parents who are better educated are more competent in understanding the content being taught at school and are familiar with positive academic strategies.  These characteristics better prepare parents to become engaged and supportive during their child’s schooling, equipping them to provide valuable guidance and assistance.  Students who have parents who are educated and wealthy and who are additionally surrounded by adults who are affluent and educated better understand the importance and benefit of an education.  Ogbu explains that students surrounded by adults who “have made it” are positively affected by “community forces” and more likely to see the value in education (1994).

Dalton Conley, a sociologist from New York University, claims that a key factor of the achievement gap in relation to socio-economic status—family wealth—is often overlooked in evaluating the achievement gap of students along racial lines (Jenlen, 2000).  The cushion provided by family wealth allows for more expansive investment, and subsequently, more opportunity for home ownership and expanded wealth.  Among families with middle-class incomes between $35,000 and $50,000, average wealth for whites is $81,000, while for blacks the figure is $40,000 (2000).  Historical discrimination has discouraged and sometimes prohibited black families from starting businesses or buying homes where their white counterparts were doing so at much faster rates.  Further, Conley explains that when socio-economic and family wealth factors are equal, the level of parental education has a significant impact on school success from pre-school to college.  In fact, when family wealth levels are equivalent, black students graduate at higher levels than white students (2000).

Another application of differing levels of family income is the “summer effect,” or the manner in which time is spent during the break in the academic school calendar.  In a three-year longitudinal study of elementary school students in Baltimore, Entwisle and Alexander found that poor and wealthy students often learn at similar rates during the school year.  During the summer, though, affluent students had greater access to educational opportunities, such as camps, libraries, and travel (1992).  The students who were the least affluent, who were frequently black, typically had fewer such opportunities, and accordingly, fell behind during summer months.

Once a child of a minority race enrolls in school, particularly a student who lives in a socio-economically disadvantaged area, disparities in resources and quality of instruction continue to widen.  Teacher quality, classroom resources, school environment, and the overall quality of the provided education are all varied.  For all intensive purposes, we will designate a quality teacher as one deemed “highly qualified” by NCLB.  Accordingly, teachers are required to have at least an undergraduate degree, pedagogical knowledge, and content-based knowledge.  While there is some debate as to the importance of content mastery for teachers, research suggests that full certification and a major in the specific field taught has a significant positive correlation with student achievement (Darling-Hammond, 2000).

Across the nation, school districts struggle to hire teachers.  Shortages exist in math, science, and other high-needs areas, particularly in urban schools (Darling-Hammond, 2000; Barton, 2003).  Because inner-city schools traditionally have a more difficult time staffing and maintaining teachers, as compared to suburban and rural schools, the shortages are even further exacerbated (Salinas, 2006; Haycock, 2001).  Even in the schools where classrooms are filled with quality teachers, schools with high-concentrations of minority students have less-experienced teachers (Barton, 2003).  Research suggests that teachers with greater experience tend to be more effective in the classroom (National Commission, 2002).  Regrettably, urban districts are forced to continually hire new teachers and fill classrooms with teachers who are not fully credentialed.  Urban schools, therefore, have a higher concentration of new and non-highly qualified educators in classrooms.  Thus, minority and socio-economically disadvantaged students are taught by lower quality teachers than white and middle to upper class students.  Additionally, Singham explains that a teacher’s impact is far greater for minority students than for majority-race students, stressing the importance of quality educators in schools with high concentrations minority students (2003).

While minority students often enter classrooms with inexperienced and sometimes unqualified teachers, the environmental conditions are often less than ideal.  Barton finds that the school environment is often much more dangerous for students who are African-American and Hispanic.  Twice as many African-American and Hispanic students cited street gangs to be present in their schools as white students.  Minority students also avoided certain places in schools and feared an attack at school or on the way to school twice as often as majority-race students (2003).

Curricular standards also vary along racial lines in jurisdictions across the nation today.  Haycock explains that environmental and developmental differences will always exist, but that inconsistencies in the education provided for students today are a major concern and should be the focus of reform (2001).  In practice, we take students who enter with the least and then systematically teach them and prepare them the least in school.  

Haycock stresses the importance of curricular standards in schools.  Young people, often in high poverty and high minority race schools, are not properly challenged.  Across the nation, local school districts have historically had the autonomy to set their own standards.  Many schools systems, consequently, have abysmal standards that require little instruction and learning.  She explains that the variance in standards, rigor, and expectations across the nation is stunning; there is not a clear public standard for what is to be learned at each grade level.  Haycock further explains that standards are, in fact, effective when implemented.  In her example, the state legislature in Kentucky mandated a stringent set of learning goals.  Subsequently, performance among high-poverty schools, on the aggregate, improved greatly.  In fact, among reading, math, and writing, many of the top-performing schools were in high-poverty areas (2001).

Concurrently, students must have challenging curriculum that properly aligns with standards.  Research has suggested that the quality and rigor of high school curriculum and courses has a positive correlation with success for students pursuing higher education, as well as for work-bound students (Haycock, 2001).  Additionally, more rigorous curriculum has a positive effect for traditionally low-achieving students, as well as high-achieving students (2001).

Carla O’Connor of the University of Michigan explains that interpretations of traditional measures of success in American schools, such as hard work, ability, articulateness, and behavior, are subjective in nature and result in different treatment along class and race lines (2001).  In schools, children are treated differently when they act up and do not follow rules.  Students who are verbose may be perceived as either intelligent and well-read or obnoxious, depending on the subjective interpretation.  These analytical gaps can only be resolved through eliminating “meaning making” of the manner in which different people of varying races perform tasks. 

Testing and measurement of school performance also negatively affect students of minority races.  O’Connor is critical of the social structure in which blanket standards are developed, which do not recognize differences in expression of performance among different social groups (2001).  Further, federal intervention has had a paradoxical effect in some cases, where schools provided limited academic services and a “basics-only” education in fear of federal consequences and intervention, when the intention of the intervention is to strengthen and support the current instructional services (Belfiore, Auld & Lee, 2005).

While poverty, teacher shortages, uncertified teachers, violence, and low-level curriculum all play a role in the achievement gap, Belfiore, Auld, and Lee stress the importance of examining how these factors impact the implementation of educational services.  They describe a “belief-behavior system endemic to poor-urban education,” which results in teachers believing that student underperformance is a result of external causes outside the education of the child.  Consequently, teachers lower pedagogical standards, lower curricular standards, and put forth less effort (2005).  


Lowered standards of academic achievement and educational services result from low expectations (Singham, 2003; Belfiore, Auld, & Lee, 2005).  Lowered standards along racial lines provide a blatantly unequal education.  This belief system creates a vicious cycle in which teachers’ beliefs and behaviors result in lowered academic standards.  In turn, these lower standards and practices produce low student achievement, creating the achievement gap.  Accordingly, it is not so much that schools have a lack of resources; but rather teachers view such students as incapable of learning at the same level as majority race students.


Policies from the Civil Rights Movement in the 1960’s were intended to give each person an equal opportunity to excel.  In addition to eliminating all forms of segregation and discrimination, such policies often gave minorities distinct advantages, in response to decades of discrimination.  Such advantages were given in occupational search processes, educational application processes, bidding procedures for government contracts, and others.  Yet forty years later, many minorities are not benefiting from these policies, as evidenced through the vast achievement gaps along race lines today.

In a general sense, the foundation of the United States prepares for and expects a society of many classes and social groups.  The founding documents put little restriction on the amount of wealth that individuals can accrue and place no restraint on private social formation.  Yet such classes are to be developed along class lines, not racial lines.  The significance of the American model is that citizens are able to acquire social mobility through hard work, some talent, and perseverance.  If society is stratified partially on a racial basis, the equal opportunity for social mobility is not available to everyone.  Ogbu argues that still today, American society is racially stratified (1994).  Accordingly, barriers are built into the opportunity structure strictly based on one’s color. 

Wilson, a controversial racial commentator, explains that government programs and social reorganization in the middle of the 20th Century are the cause of an unequal balance of wealth and opportunity among African-Americans (1978).  A certain portion of the black population had the resources to take advantage of programs of the Civil Rights Movement, creating a strong black middle-class.  Those who, for whatever reason, did not or could not take advantage of such programs have stayed poor, creating a large black poverty-stricken class (Wilson, 1978).  During this time, a social-reorganization occurred in much of America.  Whereas middle-class Americans, who were mostly white, had once lived in the city during the industrial era, many were now moving out to suburbs of the city as technology and advancements allowed business in America to become more portable.  While middle-class Americans and jobs moved out of the cities and industrial hubs, poor citizens, often minorities, moved into urban areas.  Because many jobs had left cities, large concentrations of poor minorities without jobs congregated into the deserted areas, creating ghetto-like communities (Wilson, 1978).

Thomas, a scholar from North Carolina State University, discredits Wilson’s explanations of the achievement gap in America, citing empirical evidence that racism is still rampant today (2000).  Thomas discusses that “anything by race” explanations of the achievement gap, while attractive to both the majority and the minority who have succeeded in society, misinterpret underlying issues.  He explains “racism has created and sustained the ‘ghetto underclass’” (2000).  Further such approaches are simply defenses of the privileged.  

I find the explanations put forth by Wilson and Thomas incomplete and exaggerated, respectively.  Wilson neglects to explain the effects of the socio-economic differences and does not account for disparities in achievement when socio-economic status is equal (Ogbu, 1994; Fryer, 2005).  On the other hand, Thomas completely discredits all explanations of the achievement gap that stem from socio-economic differences, attempting to portray today’s racism as a continuation of racism before the Civil Rights Movement.

 Ogbu provides a unique perspective to the racially stratified America, attributing such disparities that have developed to the socio-economic differences, and corresponding majority treatment and minority response (1994).  Distinctive to Ogbu is the importance of the minority response, explaining that many feel institutional discrimination still exists.  Further, an “oppositional cultural adaptation” has been created, in which minorities generate their own behaviors and norms, in order to distinguish themselves from the majority.  Accordingly, the majority develops an inferior interpretation of such customs and norms.

While such explanations address societal achievement gaps, they also play a significant role in the schooling of minority children.  Whereas the government is capable, when willing, to alleviate resource causes of the achievement gap that are concentrated in minority races, minority responses embedded in racial stratification are significantly more difficult to overcome.  Accordingly, social programs and policies of the Civil Rights Movement have been unsuccessful in significantly shrinking the achievement gap.  The government can provide food, quality teachers, books, facilities, and computers; yet until the government can work with communities to change the racial stratification described by Ogbu, racial achievement gaps will remain prevalent in America.
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