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Six Ways of Looking at the Achievement Gap

1. The gap is wide. This past March, I heard a very disturbing talk by Katie Haycock, the director of The Education Trust, a Washington-based agency concerned with the achievement gap in America’s schools. (If you want to relive my depressing morning, log on to www2.edtrust.org and run through the same PowerPoint presentation I saw.) In slide after slide, Haycock showed us how the test score gap between white kids and kids of color, is wide and persistent across subject areas. Example: On the most recent NAEP reading tests, 39% of white 4th graders scored “proficient,” while only 12% of African-American and 14 % of Latino students attained that level. Other data showed that 54% of white 17-year olds can “understand complicated information” while only 18% of African-American teens can do so. Worst of all, after a brief narrowing in the 1980s and 1990s, the lag of African-American and Latino students has widened. Today, even with public attention focused on this vexing problem, and with the No Child Left Behind Act dealing out tough consequences to struggling schools, the minority achievement gap is worsening.  

2. We know how to close the gap, and we should. The good news in The Education Trust report is that some individual schools, districts and even whole states, are “beating the odds” and narrowing the achievement gap for the very kids who usually fall behind. What are educators doing differently in these special places? You won’t be surprised to hear that they offer a challenging curriculum to all students and give extra instructional time to kids who need it. But above all, these gap-closing schools focus on the quality of teaching – in they way they hire, support, and develop their faculties. They know that for a child of color, having three highly effective teachers in a row, as opposed to having three less effective teachers over that period, can completely erase the achievement gap. 

3. Test score data are highly suspect. To tell you the truth, my original working title for this column was “Gap, Schmap,” and the piece I was writing in my mind was wholly devoted to the bogusness of the test score data that undergird the whole achievement gap controversy. Today’s high-stakes tests are the direct descendants of cranial measurement, phrenology, and other pseudo-scientific efforts to determine which race is the smartest – which always turns out to be the race of whoever made up the test. By 1918, bodily measurements gave way to multiple-choice exams like the Army Intelligence Test, which definitively showed that most Jewish, Polish, Italian, and oh yeah, Negro and Indian recruits were “feeble-minded.” Northern Europeans, whose  “scientists” had developed the test – surprise! -  scored highest. 

Today’s standardized tests are no more meaningful than the 19th century examinations  that determined intelligence by measuring how many pieces of lead shot fitted into people’s skull cavities, post mortem. (It was so inconvenient when eminences like Walt Whitman and Anatole France turned out to have such teeny-weeny brains!) But today’s high-stakes tests are not historical curiosities quite yet. And right now, their validity or fairness doesn’t really matter. If politicians and the public think the tests are fair enough, and if life chances will be dealt out to children based on these scores, then we teachers have to pitch in and close the gap. And we know we can. 

5. Attitudes powerfully affect test scores. Anyone who thinks minority kids have an equal opportunity to score well when sitting down to a standardized test needs to read Albert Tatum’s new book, Teaching Reading to Black Adolescent Males (Stenhouse, 2005). Tatum reminds us of some of the worries, questions, and doubts swirling in the consciousness of young men of color: 

What does it mean to be racially profiled?

What does it mean to be placed in the lowest performing schools?

What does it mean to be feared?

What does it mean to be praised just because you can speak standard English?

What does it mean to have more of your group in prison than in school?

What does it mean to be viewed as sexually promiscuous and out of control?

What does it mean to be the representative of all things back and all things male?

What does it mean to be described in animal terms? (Such as an endangered species)

What does it mean to be the descendant of an enslaved group?

What does it mean to be stereotyped as a criminal? 

What does it mean to be pacified with low expectations?

What does it mean to spend years of no importance in school?

How well would you peform on a standardized test, if your mind was full of questions like these?

6.  Poverty is the worst gap.  Do you remember some peculiar news items from last spring, saying that playing Mozart for your baby, taking your kids to museums, or keeping them away from the TV set won’t actually improve their test scores or performance in school? Those headlines were generated by an oddly-titled but fascinating book called Freakonomics by Steven Levitt, a prize-winning economist at the University of Chicago. His study showed that to guarantee high achievement in school, it was important for a student’s parents to be affluent and well educated themselves, before the kid was ever born. Once those major factors are set, nothing else matters as much. Which is just a new and fresh way of saying: poverty is the main, the biggest, the meanest, and the most enduring barrier to higher educational attainment for America’s children. Period.  

7. Literature Circles can help close the gap. As you can plainly see, this column is titled The Literature Circle, and my monthly job is to recommend peer-driven, authentic literacy activities. For young people who are part of the achievement gap, book clubs can be one small part of the answer, one way to catch up. Sure, the kids who come to us already behind may not bring along the greatest vocabularies, or much experience with reasoned discussion. But students acquire these skills fast when they have a genuine choice of books, when they can set their own discussion topics, and when skillful teachers shows them how discussions operate -- from turn-taking, to backing up your interpretations with reference to the text, to knowing how to disagree respectfully and hash out differences with evidence, not curses or put-downs. 

In our own high school in Chicago, all students read some common texts. But as part of our culturally relevant pedagogy, we also invite kids to pick, read, and discuss books of choice, books of interest to them, in self-chosen small groups. When our Mexican kids can select, read, write about, and discuss Luis Rodriguez’s La Vida Loca, when our African-American students can read Monster by Walter Dean Myers, their vocabulary, their “social skills,” and their engagement in literacy takes a quantum leap. When the books in front of kids are not just windows into far-off lands and ancient times, but mirrors of their own lives and concerns, school seems, for a little while at least, to be a place you could hang.   

Top 19 Benefits of Teacher-Student Letter Writing
1) You get to know your students individually

2) You are reminded of how funny, delightful and diverse young people are

3) You get a chance to be playful, human, have fun, to be known, to be you
4) You can control your own level of self-disclosure

5) Students get to know you

6) People who know each other generally like each other

7) Mutual acquaintance creates investment in the working relationship

8) You hear from those shy kids who never speak up in class

9) You get feedback about the subject matter and your teaching: what’s hard, what needs review or re-teaching, what’s easy, what should be next

10)  You get cues for individualizing instruction

11)  You find out about learning styles and get ideas for reaching different ones

12)   You clues for how to match kids in pairs or form them into small groups

13)   You hear kids’ often astute self-assessments

14)   You can factor kids’ real lives into your assignments, schedules, grading

15)  You use your own writing to model composing skills and conventions

16)  You create just-right, personal texts for each kid to read

17)  You can coach, model, mentor and help privately, one to one

18)  You may become the “first responder” for a kid who’s in trouble and needs an adult to connect them with help. Could any teaching act ever be more important?

19)  Other than that, not much

INSTRUCTIONS FOR A WRITE AROUND
Form a group of four.

Each person have a large blank piece of paper ready to use. 

Each member put their initials in the upper left-hand margin.

EXPLAIN the TWO RULES: 

1. Use all the time for writing.

2. Don’t talk when passing.

WRITE FOR ONE MINUTE: Write your thoughts, reactions, questions, or feelings about the article. (You may expand this with topic-specific suggestions if needed. Keep time not by exact minutes and seconds, but by walking and watching kids write. When most students have filled 1/4 of a page, it is time to pass.)
PASS the paper when asked to do so. Here teacher reiterates instructions by saying:

READ all the entries on the page, then WRITE for one minute. You can offer a comment on any or all of the above entries, ask questions, or raise a new topic.

Keep the conversation going! (You need to allow a little more time with each entry

because kids will have more to read with each successive exchange). 

PASS at the signal.

RINSE And REPEAT.

(4 times, total)

READ OVER: The paper you started and ended up with.

DISCUSS IN WRITE-AROUND GROUPS: Continue the conversation out loud for about 2 minutes. 

SHARE HIGHLIGHTS OR KEY IDEAS WITH WHOLE CLASS: Now use kids’ write-around ideas to extend and deepen their thinking about the subject. Possible prompts: What was one highlight of your written conversation? A topic that sparked lively discussion?  Something people disagreed about? 

DEBRIEF: the process in small and whole groups. How could we do it better next time? 
For more information: These steps are available on overhead transparencies at www.walloon.com. 
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