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Keeping Track, Part 1: The Policy and
Practice Of Curriculum Inequality
BY JEANNIE OAKES

The basic features of schools may lock them into
patterns that make it difficult to achieve either
excellence or equality, says Ms. Oakes. The
practice of tracking, for example, contributes to
mediocre schooling for most secondary students.
THE IDEA OF educational equality has fallen from favor. In the 1980s,
policy makers, school practitioners, and the public have turned their
attention instead to what many consider a competing goal: excellence.
Attempts to "equalize" schooling in the Sixties and Seventies have been
judged extravagant and naive. Worse, critics imply that those well-meant
efforts to correct inequality may have compromised the central mission of
the schools: teaching academics well. And current critics warn that, given
the precarious position of the United States in the global competition for
economic, technological, and military superiority, we can no longer sacrifice
the quality of our schools to social goals. This view promotes the judicious
speeding of limited educational resources in ways that will produce the
greatest return on "human capital." Phrased in these economic terms, special
provisions for underachieving poor and minority students become a bad
investment. In short, equality is out; academic excellence is in.
On the other hand, many people still argue vociferously that the distinction
between promoting excellence and providing equality is false, that one
cannot be achieved without the other. Unfortunately, whether "tight-fisted"
conservatives or "fuzzy-headed" liberals are in the ascendancy, the heat of
the rhetoric surrounding the argument largely obscures a more serious
problem: the possibility that the unquestioned assumptions that drive school
practice and the basic features of schools may themselves lock schools into
patterns that make it difficult to achieve either excellence or equality.
The practice of tracking in secondary schools illustrates this possibility and
provides evidence of how schools, even as they voice commitment to
equality and excellence, organize and deliver curriculum in ways that
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advance neither. Nearly all schools track students. Because tracking enables
schools to provide educational treatments matched to particular groups of
students, it is believed to promote higher achievement for all students under
conditions of equal educational opportunity. However, rather than promoting
higher achievement, tracking contributes to mediocre schooling for most
secondary students. And because it places the greatest obstacles to
achievement in the path of those children least advantaged in American
society--poor and minority children--tracking forces schools to play an
active role in perpetuating social and economic inequalities as well.
Evidence about the influence of tracking on student outcomes and analyses
of how tracking affects the day-to-day school experiences of young people
support the argument that such basic elements of schooling can prevent
rather than promote educational goals.

WHAT IS TRACKING?
Tracking is the practice of dividing students into separate classes for high-,
average-, and low-achievers; it lays out different curriculum paths for
students headed for college and for those who are bound directly for the
workplace. In most senior high schools, students are assigned to one or
another curriculum track that lays out sequences of courses for
college-preparatory, vocational, or general track students. Junior and senior
high schools also make use of ability grouping--that is, they divide academic
subjects (typically English, mathematics, science, and social studies) into
classes geared to different "Levels" for students of different abilities. In
many high schools these two systems overlap, as schools provide
college-preparatory, general, and vocational sequences of courses and also
practice ability grouping in academic subjects. More likely than not, the
student in the vocational curriculum track will be in one of the lower ability
groups. Because similar overlapping exists for college-bound students, the
distinction between the two types of tracking is sometimes difficult to assess.
But tracking does not proceed as needy as the description above implies.
Both curriculum tracking and ability grouping vary from school to school in
the number of subjects that are tracked, in the number of levels provided,
and in the ways in which students are placed. Moreover, tracking is
confounded by the inflexibilities and idiosyncrasies of "master schedules,"
which can create unplanned tracking, generate further variations among
tracking systems, and affect the courses taken by individual students as well.
Elective subjects, such as art and home economics, sometimes become
low-track classes because college-preparatory students rarely have time in
their schedules to take them; required classes, such as drivers' training,
health, or physical education, though they are intended to be heterogeneous,
become tracked when the requirements of other courses that are tracked
keep students together for large portions of the day.
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Even as they voice commitment to equality and
excellence, schools organize and deliver
curriculum in ways that advance neither.
Despite these variations, tracking has common and predictable
characteristics:
● The intellectual performance of students is judged, and these
judgments determine placement with particular groups.
● Classes and tracks are labeled according to the performance levels of
the students in them (e.g., advanced, average, remedial) or according
to students' postsecondary destinations (e.g., college-preparatory,
vocational).
● The curriculum and instruction in various tracks are tailored to the
perceived needs and abilities of the students assigned to them.
● The groups that are formed are not merely a collection of different but
equally-valued instructional groups. They form a hierarchy, with the
most advanced tracks (and the students in them) seen as being on top.
● Students in various tracks and ability levels experience school in very
different ways.

UNDERLYING ASSUMPTIONS
First, and clearly most important, teachers and administrators generally
assume that tracking promotes overall student achievement--that is, that the
academic needs of all students will be better met when they learn in groups
with similar capabilities or prior levels of achievement. Given the inevitable
diversity of student populations, tracking is seen as the best way to address
individual needs and to cope with individual differences. This assumption
stems from a view of human capabilities that includes the belief that students
capacities to master schoolwork are so disparate that they require different
and separate schooling experiences. The extreme position contends that
some students cannot learn at all.
A second assumption that underlies tracking is that less-capable students will
suffer emotional as well as educational damage from daily classroom contact
and competition with their brighter peers. Lowered self-concepts and
negative attitudes toward learning are widely considered to be consequence
of mixed-ability grouping for slower learners. It is also widely assumed that
students can be placed in tracks and groups both accurately and fairly. And
finally, most teachers and administrators contend that tracking greatly eases
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the teaching task and is, perhaps, the only way to manage student
differences.

THE RECORD OF TRACKING
Students clearly differ when they enter secondary schools, and these
differences just as clearly influence learning. But separating students to
better accommodate these differences appears to be neither necessary,
effective, nor appropriate.
Does tracking work? At the risk of oversimplifying a complex body of
research literature, it is safe to conclude that there is little evidence to
support any of the assumptions about tracking. The effects of tracking on
student outcomes have been widely investigated, and the bulk of this work
does not support commonly-held beliefs that tracking increases student
learning. Nor does the evidence support tracking as a way to improve
students' attitudes about themselves or about schooling.[1] Although existing
tracking systems appear to provide advantages for students who are placed
in the top tracks, the literature suggests that students at all ability levels can
achieve at least as well in heterogeneous classrooms.
Students who are not in top tracks--a group that includes about 60% of
senior high school students--suffer clear and consistent disadvantages from
tracking. Among students identified as average or slow, tracking often
appears to retard academic progress. Indeed, one study documented the fact
that the lowered I.Q. scores of senior high school students followed their
placement in low tracks.[2] Students who are placed in vocational tracks do
not even seem to reap any benefits in the job market. Indeed, graduates of
vocational programs may be less employable and, when they do find jobs,
may earn lower wages than other high school graduates.[3]
Most tracking research does not support the assumption that slow students
suffer emotional strains when enrolled in mixed-ability classes. Often the
opposite result has been found. Rather than helping students feel more
comfortable about themselves, tracking can reduce self-esteem, lower
aspirations, and foster negative attitudes toward school. Some studies have
also concluded that tracking leads low-track students to misbehave and
eventually to drop out altogether.[4]
The net effect of tracking is to exaggerate the initial differences among
students rather than to provide the means to better accommodate them. For
example, studies show that senior high school students who are initially
similar in background and prior achievement become increasingly different
in achievement and future aspirations when they are placed in different
tracks.[5] Moreover, this effect is likely to be cumulative over most of the
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students' school careers, since track placements tend to remain fixed.
Students placed in low-ability groups in elementary school are likely to
continue in these groups in middle school or junior high school; in senior
high school these students are typically placed in non-college-preparatory
tracks. Studies that have documented increased gaps between initially
comparable high school students placed in different tracks probably capture
only a fraction of this effect.
Is tracking fair? Compounding the lack of empirical evidence to support
tracking as a way to enhance student outcomes are compelling arguments
that favor exposing all students to a common curriculum, even if differences
among them prevent all students from benefiting equally. These arguments
counter both the assumption that tracking can be carried out "fairly" and the
view that tracking is a legitimate means to ease the task of teaching.
Central to the issue of fairness is the well-established link between track
placements and student background characteristics. Poor and minority
youngsters (principally black and Hispanics) are disproportionately placed in
tracks for low-ability or non-college-bound students. By the same token,
minority students are consistently underrepresented in programs for the
gifted and talented. In addition, differentiation by race and class occurs
within vocational tracks, with blacks and Hispanics more frequently enrolled
in programs that train students for the lowest-level occupations (e.g.,
building maintenance, commercial sewing, and institutional care). These
differences in placement by race and social class appear regardless of
whether test scores, counselor and teacher recommendations, or student and
parent choices are used as the basis for placement.[6]

The net effect of tracking is to exaggerate the
initial differences among students rather than to
provide the means to better accommodate them.
Even if these track placements are ostensibly based on merit--that is,
determined by prior school achievement rather than by race, class, or student
choice--they usually come to signify judgments about supposedly fixed
abilities. We might find appropriate the disproportionate placements of poor
and minority students in low-track classes if these youngsters were, in fact,
known to be innately less capable of learning than middle- and
upper-middle-class whites. But that is not the case. Or we might think of
these track placements as appropriate if they served to remediate the obvious
educational deficiencies that many poor and minority students exhibit. If
being in a low track prepared disadvantaged students for success in higher
tracks and opened future educational opportunities to them, we would not
question the need for tracking. However, this rarely happens.
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The assumption that tracking makes teaching easier pales in importance
when held up against the abundant evidence of the general ineffectiveness of
tracking and the disproportionate harm it works on poor and minority
students. But even if this were not the case, the assumption that tracking
makes teaching easier would stand up only if the tracks were made up of
truly homogeneous groups. In fact, they are not. Even within tracks, the
variability of students' learning speed, cognitive style, interest, effort, and
aptitude for various tasks is often considerable. Tracking simply masks the
fact that instruction for any group of 20 to 35 people requires considerable
variety in instructional strategies, tasks, materials, feedback, and guidance. It
also requires multiple criteria for success and a variety of rewards.
Unfortunately, for many schools and teachers, tracking deflects attention
from these instructional realities. When instruction fails, the problem is too
often attributed to the child or perhaps to a "wrong placement." The fact that
tracking may make teaching easier for some teachers should not cloud our
judgment about whether that teaching is best for any group of students -whatever their abilities.
Finally, a profound ethical concern emerges from all the above. In the words
of educational philosopher Gary Fenstermacher, "[U]sing individual
differences in aptitude, ability, or interest as the basis for curricular variation
denies students equal access to the knowledge and understanding available
to humankind." He continues, "[I]t is possible that some students may not
benefit equally from unrestricted access to knowledge, but this fact does not
entitle us to control access in ways that effectively prohibit all students from
encountering what Dewey called "the funded capital of civilization."[7]
Surely educators do not intend any such unfairness when by tracking they
seek to accommodate differences among students.

WHY SUCH DISAPPOINTING EFFECTS?
As those of us who were working with John Goodlad on A Study of
Schooling began to analyze the extensive set of data we had gathered about
38 schools across the U.S., we wanted to find out more about tracking.[8]
We wanted to gather specific information about the knowledge and skills
that students were taught in tracked classes, about the learning activities they
experienced, about the ways in which teachers managed instruction, about
the classroom relationships, and about how involved students were in their
learning. By studying tracked classes directly and asking over and over
whether such classes differed, we hoped to begin to understand why the
effects of tracking have been so disappointing for so many students. We
wanted to be able to raise some reasonable hypotheses about the ways in
which the good intentions of practitioners seem to go wrong.
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We selected a representative group of 300 English and mathematics classes.
We chose these subjects because they are most often tracked and because
nearly all secondary students take them. Our sample included relatively
equal numbers of high-, average-, low-, and mixed-ability groups. We had a
great deal of information about these classes because teachers and students
had completed extensive questionnaires, teachers had been interviewed, and
teachers had put together packages of materials about their classes, including
lists of the topics and skills they taught, the textbooks they used, and the
ways in which they evaluated student learning. Many teachers also gave us
sample lesson plans, worksheets, and tests. Trained observers recorded what
students and teachers were doing and documented their interactions.
The data gathered on these classes provided some clear and consistent
insights. In the three areas we studied--curriculum content, instructional
quality. and classroom climate--we found remarkable and disturbing
differences between classes in different tracks. These included important
discrepancies in student access to knowledge, in their classroom
instructional opportunities, and in their classroom learning environments.
Access to knowledge. In both English and math classes, we found that
students had access to considerably different types of knowledge and had
opportunities to develop quite different intellectual skills. For example,
students in high-track English classes were exposed to content that can be
called "high-status knowledge." This included topics and skills that are
required for college. High-track students studied both classic and modern
fiction. They learned the characteristics of literary genres and analyzed the
elements of good narrative writing. These students were expected to write
thematic essays and reports of library research, and they learned vocabulary
that would boost their scores on college entrance exams. It was the
high-track students in our sample who had the most opportunities to think
critically or to solve interesting problems.
Low-track English classes, on the other hand, rarely, if ever, encountered
similar types of knowledge. Nor were they expected to learn the same skills.
Instruction in basic reading skills held a prominent place in low-track
classes, and these skills were taught mostly through workbooks, kits, and
"young adult" fiction. Students wrote simple paragraphs, completed
worksheets on English usage, and practiced filling out applications for jobs
and other kinds of forms. Their learning tasks were largely restricted to
memorization or low-level comprehension.
The differences in mathematics content followed much the same pattern.
High-track classes focused primarily on mathematical concepts; low-track
classes stressed basic computational skills and math facts.
These differences are not merely curricular adaptations to individual needs,
though they are certainly thought of as such. Differences in access to
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knowledge have important long-term social and educational consequences as
well. For example, low-track students are probably prevented from ever
encountering at school the knowledge our society values most. Much of the
curriculum of low-track classes was likely to lock students into a continuing
series of such bottom-level placements because important concepts and skills
were neglected. Thus these students were denied the knowledge that would
enable them to move successfully into higher-track classes.
Opportunities to learn. We also looked at two classroom conditions known
to influence how much students will learn: instructional time and teaching
quality. The marked differences we found in our data consistently showed
that students in higher tracks had better classroom opportunities. For
example, all our data on classroom time pointed to the same conclusion:
students in high tracks get more; students in low tracks get less. Teachers of
high-track classes set aside more class time for learning, and our observers
found that more actual class time was spent on learning activities. High-track
students were also expected to spend more time doing homework, fewer
high-track students were observed to be off-task during class activities, and
more of them told us that learning took up most of their class time, rather
than discipline problems, socializing, or class routines.
Instruction in high-track classes more often included a whole range of
teacher behaviors likely to enhance learning. High-track teachers were more
enthusiastic, and their instruction was clearer. They used strong criticism or
ridicule less frequently than did teachers of low-track classes. Classroom
tasks were more various and more highly organized in high-track classes,
and grades were more relevant to student learning.
These differences in learning opportunities portray a fundamental irony of
schooling: those students who need more time to learn appear to be getting
less; those students who have the most difficulty learning are being exposed
least to the sort of teaching that best facilitates learning.
Classroom climate. We were interested in studying classroom climates in
various tracks because we were convinced that supportive relationships and
positive feelings in class are more than just nice accompaniments to
learning. When teachers and students trust one another, classroom time and
energy are freed for teaching and learning. Without this trust, students spend
a great deal of time and energy establishing less productive relationships
with others and interfering with the teacher's instructional agenda; teachers
spend their time and energy trying to maintain control. In such classes, less
learning is likely to occur.
The data from A Study of Schooling permitted us to investigate three
important aspects of classroom environments: relationships between teachers
and students, relationships among the students themselves, and the intensity
of student involvement in learning. Once again, we discovered a distressing
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pattern of advantages for high-track classes and disadvantages for low-track
classes. In high-track classes students thought that their teachers were more
concerned about them and less punitive. Teachers in high-track classes spent
less time on student behavior, and they more often encouraged their students
to become independent, questioning, critical thinkers. In low-track classes
teachers were seen as less concerned and more punitive. Teachers in
low-track classes emphasized matters of discipline and behavior, and they
often listed such things as "following directions," "respecting my position,"
"punctuality," and "learning to take a direct order" as among the five most
important things they wanted their class to learn during the year.

We found similar differences in the relationships that students established
with one another in class. Students in low-track classes agreed far more often
that "students in this class are unfriendly to me" or that "I often feel left out
of class activities." They said that their classes were interrupted by problems
and by arguing in class. Generally, they seemed to like each other less. Not
surprisingly, given these differences in relationships, students in high-track
classes appeared to be much more involved in their classwork. Students in
low-track classes were more apathetic and indicated more often that they
didn't care about what went on or that failing didn't bother most of their
classmates.
In these data, we found once again a pattern of classroom experience that
seems to enhance the possibilities of learning for those students already
disposed to do well -- that is, those in high-track classes. We saw even more
clearly a pattern of classroom experience likely to inhibit the learning of
those in the bottom tracks. As with access to knowledge and opportunities to
learn, we found that those who most needed support from a positive,
nurturing environment got the least.
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Although these data do show clear instructional advantages for
high-achieving students and clear disadvantages for their low-achieving
peers, other date from our work suggest that the quality of the experience of
average students falls somewhere between these two extremes. Average
students, too, were deprived of the best circumstances schools have to offer,
though their classes were typically more like those of high-track students.
Taken together, these findings begin to suggest why students who are not in
the top tracks are likely to suffer because of their placements: their education
is of considerably lower quality.
It would be a serious mistake to interpret these data as the "inevitable"
outcome of the differences in the students who populate the various tracks.
Many of the mixed-ability classes in our study showed that high-quality
experiences are very possible in classes that include all types of students. But
neither should we attribute these differences to consciously mean-spirited or
blatantly discriminatory actions by schoolpeople.
Obviously, the content teachers decide to teach and the ways in which they
teach it are greatly influenced by the students with whom they interact. And
it is unlikely that students are passive participants in tracking processes. It
seems more likely that students' achievements, attitudes, interests,
perceptions of themselves, and behaviors (growing increasingly disparate
over time) help produce some of the effects of tracking. Thus groups of
students who, by conventional wisdom, seem less able and less eager to
learn are very likely to affect a teacher's ability or even willingness to
provide the best possible learning opportunities. The obvious conclusion
about the effects of these track-specific differences on the ability of the
schools to achieve academic excellence is that students who are exposed to
less content and lower-quality teaching are unlikely to get the full benefit out
of their schooling. Yet this less-fruitful experience seems to be the norm
when average- and low-achieving students are grouped together for
instruction.

Schools seem to have themselves locked into a
structure that may unnecessarily buy the
achievement of a few at the expense of the many.
I believe that these data reveal frightening patterns of curricular inequality.
Although these patterns would be disturbing under any circumstances (and
though many white, suburban schools consign a good number of their
students to mediocre experiences in low-ability and general-track classes),
they become particularly distressing in light of the prevailing pattern of
placing disproportionate numbers of poor and minority students in the
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lowest-track classes. A self-fulfilling prophecy can be seen to work at the
institutional level to prevent schools from providing equal educational
opportunity. Tracking appears to teach and reinforce the notion that those
not defined as the best are expected to do less well. Few students and
teachers can defy those expectations.

TRACKING, EQUALITY. AND EXCELLENCE
Tracking is assumed to promote educational excellence because it enables
schools to provide students with the curriculum and instruction they need to
maximize their potential and achieve excellence on their own terms. But the
evidence about tracking suggests the contrary. Certainly students bring
differences with them to school, but, by tracking, schools help to widen
rather than narrow these differences. Students who are judged to be different
from one another are separated into different classes and then provided
knowledge, opportunities to learn, and classroom environments that are
vastly different. Many of the students in top tracks (only about 40% of
high-schoolers) do benefit from the advantages they receive in their classes.
But, in their quest for higher standards and superior academic performance,
schools seem to have locked themselves into a structure that may
unnecessarily buy the achievement of a few at the expense of many. Such a
structure provides but a shaky foundation for excellence.
At the same time, the evidence about tracking calls into question the widely
held view that schools provide students who have the "right stuff" with a
neutral environment in which they can rise to the top (with "special" classes
providing an extra boost to those who might need it). Everywhere we turn
we find that the differentiated structure of schools throws up barriers to
achievement for poor and minority students. Measures of talent clearly seem
to work against them, which leads to their disproportionate placement in
groups identified as slow. Once there, their achievement seems to be further
inhibited by the type of knowledge they are taught and by the quality of the
learning opportunities they are afforded. Moreover, the social and
psychological dimensions of classes at the bottom of the hierarchy of
schooling seem to restrict their chances for school success even further.
Good intentions, including those of advocates of "excellence" and of
"equity," characterize the rhetoric of schooling. Tracking, because it is
usually taken to be a neutral practice and a part of the mechanics of
schooling, has escaped the attention of those who mean well. But by failing
to scrutinize the effects of tracking, schools unwittingly subvert their
well-meant efforts to promote academic excellence and to provide conditions
that will enable all students to achieve it.
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