CLASS MATTERS —
In and Out of School
Closing gaps requires attention to issues of race and poverty.

By Jayne Boyd-Zaharias and Helen Pate-Bain

There is no question that those poor and minority children who
participate in prekindergarten programs are better prepared for school
OW achievement and high dropout rates
among poor and minority students continue to plague U.S. society. And we say
“plague” purposefully, because these children are all our children, and our nation
will profit by or pay for whatever they become. While much attention over the
past quarter century has focused on reforming the schools these students attend, little or no
progress has been made in actually closing the achievement gaps or reducing the number of dropouts.
Why? Aren’t Americans a “can-do” people? We
eradicated the childhood scourge of polio, built the
best road system since the Romans, put men on the
moon, outlasted the Soviet Union, and created universities that are the envy of the world.
But the problem of underachievement by poor and
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minority students has confounded us. High-level
commissions issue warnings, governors hold summits, think tanks produce reports, scholars write
books, and Congress passes laws. But the U.S. has
failed to deliver on its promise to provide a high-qual■ JAYNE BOYD-ZAHARIAS began work on Project STAR in
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ity education to every child.
In the 1960s, Martin Luther King, Jr., forced our
nation to face the inequities of race, poverty, and war.
But today, these three inequities still exist in this
country.
RETHINKING THE PROBLEM
Surely schools need to be improved, especially the
schools that serve poor and minority children. But
school improvement alone will not suffice. We believe
in the power of good teaching, but educators alone
cannot do a job so large. We can inspire individual
students to break through the boundaries of social
class, but we cannot lift a whole social class of students
to a higher level of achievement. Low achievement
and dropping out are problems rooted in social and
economic inequality — a force more powerful than
curricula, teaching practices, standardized tests, or
other school-related policies. Richard Rothstein
summed it up best:
For nearly half a century, the association of social and economic disadvantage with the student achievement gap has
been well known to economists, sociologists, and educators. Most, however, have avoided the obvious implication
of this understanding — raising the achievement of lower-class children requires amelioration of the social and
economic conditions of their lives, not just school reform.1

Once acknowledged, this truth has profound implications for educators and policy makers alike.
If all efforts to close achievement gaps concentrate
exclusively on schools and school reform, they will
fail, leaving schools and teachers to shoulder the
blame. In turn, good administrators and teachers,
who are doing their best under difficult circumstances, will be driven out of the profession, a prospect
that can only make matters worse. As Gary Orfield
sums it up: “Doing educational reform while ignoring the fundamental cleavages in society is profoundly counterproductive.”2
A useful way of visualizing the remedy for the
chronic problem of low achievement of poor and minority students is to return to Abraham Maslow’s
1954 hierarchy of needs for self-actualization. We
have patterned a hierarchy of needs for a self-actualized society after Maslow’s (see Figure 1).
AFFORDABLE HOUSING IN STABLE
NEIGHBORHOODS
Nearly one-third of the nation’s poorest children
have attended three different schools by third grade.

FIGURE 1.
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Such high mobility depresses achievement. One study
found that reducing the mobility of low-income students to that of other students would eliminate 7% of
the test-score gap by income and 14% of the
black/white test score gap.3 Other studies have shown
that low-income families and children benefit when
integrated into middle-class neighborhoods. This integration requires housing subsidies for poor families.4
After Brown v. Board of Education, “white flight”
became common across the country. Middle-income
white families moved to the suburbs, leaving only
poor families in the inner cities. The challenge today
is to integrate low- and middle-income families into
stable neighborhoods. Margery Turner and Susan
Popkin have identified several ways to afford this mix
of income groups: 1) low-income housing tax credits,
2) housing choice vouchers, 3) HOPE VI (a public
housing plan that has been successful in Seattle and
Kansas City), 4) new communities, and 5) linking
supportive services to affordable housing.5 The most
effective integrated communities will include:
• elected local committees to keep residents informed and active;
• public schools with small classes, teachers who
make home visits, family resource centers with healthcare services available to the community, active parent/teacher organizations, and after-school-care and
summer programs;
• support services: adult education, job training,
and financial and budgeting classes.
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A LIVING WAGE WITH HEALTH-CARE BENEFITS

both been intimately involved, were found to be inconclusive because of weak methodologies. STAR was
independently reviewed by Frederick Mosteller of
Harvard University, and he declared it to be “one of
the most important educational investigations ever

One in four American workers today earns poverty-level hourly wages. What’s more, 33% of black and
39.3% of Hispanic workers earn poverty-level hourly
wages.6 These are appalling numbers,
and they have a profound impact on
poor and minority children. Poverty, especially long-term, chronic poverty,
Attending small classes in K-3 reduces the
takes a terrible toll on children’s health
and their readiness for school.
black/white gap in the rate at which students take
In 1968, 12.8% of America’s children
college entrance exams by an estimated 60%
lived in poverty. In 2006, that proportion had risen to 17.4% — an increase of
1.2 million children.7 Raising the minimum wage, protecting workers’ rights to organize and
carried out and illustrates the kind and magnitude of
join unions, and implementing living wage ordiresearch needed in the field of education to strengthnances will certainly benefit poor children and famien schools.”10
lies.
Because of STAR’s strong research design, there is
widespread confidence in its major finding that small
classes in K-3 provide extraordinary academic beneEARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION
fits to students, especially low-income and minority
There is no question that those poor and minority students. STAR is where intuition met empirical
children who participate in prekindergarten pro- proof. And since STAR, other studies (SAGE, Success
grams are better prepared for school, especially in Starts Small, Burke County, etc.) have shown the posterms of letter/word recognition, pattern recognition, itive impact of small classes in the primary grades.11
and ability to work with others. As Clive Belfield has
Small classes in the early grades also provide longnoted, “Model pre-K programs show extremely pow- term positive outcomes. STAR students have been
erful effects over the long term. There are significant followed through high school and beyond. Research
reductions in special educational placement and from follow-up studies indicates that students who
grade retention. Pre-K participation reduces high entered small classes in kindergarten or first grade and
school dropout rates dramatically.”8
had three or more consecutive years of small classes
Arthur Rolnick and Rob Grunewald conclude that showed gains in academic achievement through at
the case in favor of investing in early childhood edu- least eighth grade.12
cation is closed. “Now,” they continue, “it is time to
In addition, Alan Krueger and Diane Whitmore
design and implement a system that will help society found that attending small classes in K-3 reduces the
realize on a large scale the extraordinary returns that black/white gap in the rate at which students take colhigh-quality early childhood programs have shown lege entrance exams by an estimated 60%. Their rethey can deliver.”9
search also showed that attending small classes raised
Today, we are indebted to researchers in education the average score on the exams by 0.15-0.20 of a stanand to economists for providing us with proof that dard deviation for black students and by 0.04 of a
early childhood education saves money and children. standard deviation for white students.13
By acting on their findings, we can improve the lives
But cost is the bottom line when education budgof the 13 million children living in poverty.
ets are developed. When the value of reducing class
size was first introduced, the initial response of policy makers was that it would cost too much. HowevPUBLIC EDUCATION: SMALL CLASSES
er, recent research provides evidence that small classTeachers have long known intuitively that small es produce long-term savings.
Follow-up data from STAR have shown that crimclasses allow them to devote more attention to individual students. Hence, class size has been one of the inal conviction rates were 20% lower for black males
most researched topics in education. But studies pri- assigned to small classes than for those assigned to regor to Tennessee’s Project STAR, with which we have ular size classes. Maximum sentence rates were also
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25% lower for black males from small classes. Teen
birth rates were shown to be one-third less for white
females assigned to small classes than for their peers
assigned to regular size classes, and the fatherhood
rate for black teenage males from small classes was
40% lower than for those from regular size classes.14
Small K-3 classes have been identified as a cost-effective educational intervention that reduces high
school dropout rates. They are a wise investment.
From a societal perspective (incorporating earnings and
health outcomes), class-size reduction would generate a
net cost savings of approximately $168,000 and a net gain
of 1.7 quality-adjusted life-years for each high school
graduate produced by small classes. When targeted to lowincome students, the estimated savings would increase to
$196,000 per additional graduate.15

Although research related to small classes in later
grades is somewhat scarce, new findings suggest that
class size reduction at the middle-school level will also provide substantial benefits to students.16 More
studies need to be conducted to determine the impact
of class size reduction beyond the primary grades.
PUBLIC EDUCATION: IMPROVED INSTRUCTION
Most school improvement efforts don’t focus sufficiently on instruction. It is time that policy makers
recognize that teaching, which is at the very core of
education, involves complex tasks that require specialized skills and knowledge. It is not enough, for example, for a teacher of mathematics to know mathematics. Knowing math for teaching is different from
knowing it for one’s own use. The same holds for other subjects.
“Teachers can’t learn for students,” notes Deborah
Ball, dean of the School of Education at the University of Michigan.17 No matter the instructional format
— lecture, small-group activity, or individualized assignment — students make their own sense of what
they’re taught. Ideas don’t fly directly from teachers’
minds into learners’ minds. Effective teaching requires teachers to be able to assess what students are
taking from instruction and adapt their instruction to
meet the differing needs of students.
There is an old but wise saying in teaching, “If my
students can’t learn the way I teach, then I must teach
the way they learn.” This requires teachers to ask
probing questions, listen carefully to student answers,
and create assignments to provide appropriate help.
Moreover, teachers today must do all of this with an
ever-increasing variety of students, spanning gulfs of

social class, language, and culture, to ensure that each
student learns.
CONFRONTING THREE INCONVENIENT TRUTHS
To achieve a high-quality education for every child,
policy makers in Washington, D.C., and in state capitals must confront three inconvenient truths.
Inconvenient truth #1. Our nation’s social class inequalities are vast and growing. If we are serious about
providing equal educational opportunity for every
child, we must address these inequalities. They are not
immutable. Barack Obama has addressed such inequalities directly and vowed:
This time we want to talk about the crumbling schools
that are stealing the future of black children and white
children and Asian children and Hispanic children and
Native American children. This time we want to reject the
cynicism that tells us that these kids can’t learn; that those
kids who don’t look like us are somebody else’s problem.
The children of Americans are not those kids, they are our
kids, and we will not let them fall behind in a 21st century economy.18

Inconvenient truth #2. Schools alone cannot close
the achievement gap or solve the dropout problem.
The renowned sociologist James Coleman has written, “Inequalities imposed on children by their home,
neighborhood, and peer environment are carried
along to become the inequalities with which they confront adult life at the end of school.”19
According to Thomas Bellamy and John Goodlad:
Collaborative decision making and collective actions depend on leaders who can cross boundaries within and
among various groups involved in setting school priorities. The ability to frame issues in ways that support broad
participation, bridge communication gaps across groups,
and facilitate local deliberation is critical, but often missing. Consequently one important way to support local renewal is by identifying individuals who are attempting
such cross-sector leadership, connecting them with one
another, and offering learning experiences related to local
challenges.20

Inconvenient truth number #3. It is going to cost a
lot of money to ameliorate the achievement-depressing social and economic conditions of lower-class
children’s lives and to improve the public schools they
attend. But the costs of allowing another generation
of children from lower-income groups to grow up undereducated, unhealthy, and unconnected with our
economy or society will be even greater.
A black boy born in 2001 has one chance in three
SEPTEMBER 2008

43

of going to prison in his lifetime. A Hispanic boy born
in the same year has one chance in six of going to
prison in his lifetime.21 Faced with such stunning indicators of things gone wrong, one can only conclude
that a serious course of correction is in order.
ADVOCATING FOR TRANSFORMATIONAL CHANGE
Educators have a special insight into the damage
that deprivation does to children’s learning. We and
the organizations that represent us must speak up and
keep the policy makers on task. It won’t be easy. They
are pushed and pulled in many different directions, so
that even the more sympathetic ones are easily distracted. We will have to stop being so defensive and go on
the offense. We will have to be bold without being belligerent. The stakes are high, but we must be heard.
In the words of David Labaree, “In a democratic society, everyone is affected by what schools accomplish
as they educate the majority of each generation’s voters,
jurors, and taxpayers. So all have reasons to stay involved
in the public conversation about school quality.”22
As advocates for equal opportunity, we must insist
on transformational change. Incremental change that
merely nibbles around the edges of long-term problems
will fall woefully short — again. When a swimmer is
drowning 50 feet offshore, it does no good to throw a
10-foot rope. Yet that is precisely what we do, year after year, when it comes to poor and minority children.
The federal government can start by living up to its
promises. It promised to cover 40% of the cost of educating disadvantaged students under Title I of the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA),
and it has never done so. Since 2002, for example,
when ESEA became No Child Left Behind, the federal government has shortchanged states and school
districts by $54.7 billion.23 School districts and states
need fewer mandates and more monetary support.
We need a self-actualized society. We need massive
public investments in our children, in their schools,
and in our future. It has been more than half a century since Brown v. Board of Education, but if Linda
Brown were a girl today, we still could not guarantee
her a high-quality education. It’s time we heed the
words of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., “Save us from
that patience that makes us patient with anything less
than freedom and justice.”24
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