Achievement Gaps in Our Schools
by Ron Dietel
For almost as long as American students' progress has been monitored, results have been reported for overall achievement and also for achievement of individual subgroups, such as male, female, white, black, Hispanic, or Asian. Equally as long, achievement gaps have been noticed between these subgroups, causing concern in educators and policy makers alike. The No Child Left Behind Act requires that each significant subgroup at a school (including racial/ethnic groups, students with limited English proficiency, special education students, and students of disadvantaged status) make adequate yearly progress. Failure of even a single subgroup to meet this goal will result in the entire school being placed on a "needs improvement" list. The stakes for schools that cannot reduce achievement gaps are considerable since all students must reach proficient or above levels by 2014.
The chart shows performance differences in reading for 4th-graders based on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), oftentimes called the Nation's Report Card. In this article, I've posed some hypothetical questions for parents to consider in understanding achievement gaps and schools' role in narrowing performance disparities. 
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I've noticed that most school report cards have test score gaps between white and Asian students compared to black and Latino students. What causes these achievement gaps? 
The gaps you mention occur in nearly all schools, including low-, middle-, and high-achieving schools. Numerous educational programs and reforms have been launched to try to reduce these gaps, with limited success. Research shows a strong association between a parent's educational and economic status and his or her child's performance in school. Conclusive answers, however, are lacking. Fortunately, some factors affecting achievement are controllable. One of the key indicators of student success is the level of parent support at home and in school. Research by Joyce Epstein at Johns Hopkins University shows that high-quality school and family partnerships can lead to substantial achievement gains for all students, but especially for students with disadvantaged backgrounds. 
What qualities should I look for to identify whether a school is 

helping to bridge achievement gaps?
Research has indicated that schools, especially in disadvantaged communities, can help bridge achievement gaps by setting and maintaining high academic and social standards, and then providing students opportunities to reach them. Talk to other parents and observe classrooms yourself. High standards for all students should be the school mantra.
When looking at test scores from your child's school or a prospective school, I suggest that you look to see if achievement gaps are occurring at all grades and in all subjects. Are gaps increasing, decreasing, or staying the same as students progress through grades? Look not just at gaps between racial groups but at gaps between students overall and students with social disadvantages, special education students, and English language learners. Don't expect the gaps to disappear, but look for progress, especially in language arts and mathematics, which are oftentimes considered the core subjects in school. 
Test scores are important, but they have some limitations. Changes in performance from one year to the next may be a result of having a very small number of students in the group. Scores from a group of only 10 students will be less accurate than scores from a group of 100 students. 
Another limitation is that changing demographics, which are beyond a school's control, may influence test scores. For example, a school with a growing number of English language learners is very likely to have a growing gap in language arts achievement that has little to do with school quality. 
Other than test scores, what should I look for to identify whether a school is especially committed to helping low-performing students? 
Review the report card of your child's school found on your school or district website. GreatSchools.net is another useful source of school information. Or ask the principal about racial differences in student attendance, discipline, or students enrolled in special education. If your child's school has a gifted program, the program ideally will have a representative percentage of students from all backgrounds. Also, are teachers from diverse backgrounds? Are they credentialed and experienced? Do they have strong educational backgrounds in the subjects they are teaching? 
Be careful not to overemphasize any single indicator. Schools with a high percentage of white teachers, for example, may be just as committed to narrowing achievement gaps as schools with teachers from very diverse backgrounds. 
High-achieving schools have several additional characteristics that may be especially important in narrowing achievement gaps. Your child's school should be able to answer yes to the following questions.
*
Is there a district plan in place to support the achievement of all students, and are there specific programs to help narrow achievement gaps?
*
Does the school principal set an effective vision for the school that includes 1) belief in high standards for all students; 2) recruiting, retaining, and supporting high-quality teachers; 3) specific programs or events that promote harmony, pride in heritage, and character development?

*
Is principal and teacher turnover low? Frequent turnover makes it difficult for school-wide connections to occur. New principals oftentimes have a new vision and new plan, causing the old vision and old plan to get lost in the shuffle.
*
Is there frequent, supportive communication between the principal, teachers, and staff that supports student achievement?
*
Do all students have the tools they need to succeed, including textbooks, school supplies, and counseling services?
· Does the school have a differentiated learning program so that students are appropriately challenged and provided instruction that allows them to reach their maximum potential?
· Does the school have specific programs for students with special needs, including special education, reading intervention, gifted opportunities, and English as a second language?
· Are school programs grounded in evidence-based research? Are programs regularly evaluated for their effectiveness, and is action taken to make improvements?
· Does the school have an effective student data collection and analysis system that gives teachers individual student information when and where they need it? At the beginning of each year, teachers should have information on hand for incoming students so they can tailor their instruction to students' knowledge, learning styles, and abilities.
· Does the school have an effective after-school program that provides a quiet time and place for students to do homework or study?
Visiting a school is the best way to know if it's committed to narrowing achievement gaps. Meet with the principal, visit classrooms, walk the halls, and talk to other parents to see whether the school meets many of these criteria. If your child is already attending a school, volunteer for PTA, site council, or other activities that show your commitment to making the school a better place of achievement for all children.
------------------------------------------------------------------------
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