How to Make
Detracking Work -

Successful detracking is
tantamount to school
restructuring, the authors
point out. Viewed and
handled as such, it offers
much promise both for
ending an inequitable
arrangement and for
improving educational
practice.

Mary Anne Raywid

HE CASE for detracking the

schools continues to be com-

pelling, and the pressure to de-

track is mounting steadity. It

is still too early to cite a sub-
stantial research record on just how to go
about it, but a recent study of 10 Long Is-  luutntmaitustd
land school districts with successTul de- 'l]_lll_immll ‘ ]
tracking efforts has yielded a number of  } )
suggestions,

We polled the area’s more that: 120 dis-
tricts to learn which had been involved in
such efforts. Then, to confirm and extend
the reponts, we visited these districts that
had undertaken detracking. Conversations
with key local igures — teachers and pas-
ents as well as administralors — revealed
a number of suggestions on when and how
o go about e process.

Tracking has a long history, growing
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“arly 20i-century effints to pre-
Joungsters for the quite difTerent ca-
.5 and litestyles awaiting them. As
ser percentages of the nation’s youth
cnded schools, theiv differeat lulents,
dities, and deslinies became increas-
-y apparent. Schools adapted 1o such
awareness first with differentiated pro-
s (e.g., college preparatory and man-
- iraining) and laler with tracking —

praciice of separating yonngaters in-
lilferentiated clusses of low-, average-,
siah-ability students.

<ver the years, we have had cause o
wome increasingly aware of the nega-
ve effects and injustices of tracking. To-
1y the evidence clearly calls for its elim-
wation. Yet tracking remains standard
-actice in a large majority of the pation’s
-hools, probably 809% or more.' And pro-
-ams at both state and federal levels sup-
wt and perpetuate the practice.

In New York, for instance, the very ex-
tence of two sets of state tests serves to
wdorse course differentiation and homo-
:neous grouping. Upper-track students

tke Regents Examinations; lower-track.

udents take Regents Competency Tests.
. the federal level, legislation providing
»r the handicapped and for compensato-
v education has enfrenched the practice
f separating youngsters for targeted in-
iruction given by teachers specially pre-
ared to offer it. Not surprisingly, then,
sachers have come to endorse tracking,
elieving that they can deal effectively on-
y with groups of youngsters whose abil-
ies all fall into the sarfie narrowly defined
ange.

Yet the sense that tracking is nnaccept-
ble has been growing for some years
nd has come to challenge the widespread
ractice. It hag been almost two decades
ince the first major exposé of the extent
f tracking in the schools and of the ills
ad injuries accompanying it.” And near-
v a decade has now passed since Jeannie
Yakes® classic Keeping Track was pub-
ished in 19835, a study that both updated
.id underscored what we know about the
arm done by tracking. We are now see-
ng works that look toward alternalives,
uch as Anne Wheelock’s Crossing the
fracks: How “Untracking” Can Save
\rerica’s Schools.?

But, despite growing agreement that
racking is unfair and injurious, it remains
1| prominent organizational featuwre of
nost American high schools as well as

most junior high schools, where the prac-
tice begins in earnest. (Many elementary:
schiools ulso have gronping arrangements
thal are tantamound {u tueking, but in
most districts it s in jusior high schoeol
that the practice becomes formalized and
ofTicial.)

Tracking hias been stindard pivcedure
even where it is unannounced and not
generally perceived. For example, in one
school where the principal Jenied the ex-
iglence of {racking, nine distinet tracks
were identified and acknowledged by the
guidance office thiat maintaincd them.”

Teachers have been especially skepti-
cal about the feasibility of other arrange-
ments, since they tend to assume that
alternative setups would simply remove
ability grouping without making any oth-
er changes. Understandably, they are du-
bious about making a classroom work un-
der such circumstances. But the evidence
points to at least eight major drawbacks
inherent in grouping students by ability
levels. The students assigned to lower
tracks and even to average classes often
suffer from these drawbacks.®

1. The best teachers are often assigned
the ablest students, and the least-experi-
enced — or least-favored — teachers are
assigned the weakest and most challeng-
ing students.

~2. There are differences in the content
presented to the different groups, with
less — and lesser -—— sabstance presented
to low-ability students.

3. There are differences in the quality
of instruction delivered to the different
groups, with higher-order thinking re-
served largely for high-ability classes.

4. Teachers of students assigned to low-
ability classes expect and demand little of
them.

3. Students excluded from high-ability
classes encounter lower motivation among
their peers and develop less motivation
themselves; thus they achieve less.

6. Students in low-ability classes in-
clude such disproportionate numbers of
minority youngsters that tracking often
functions as a form of resegregation.

7. Students in average and low-ability
classes are restricted in their subsequent
educational and career opportunities.

8. Compounding the above inequities,
there are many cases in which youngsters
have been erroneously assigned o lower-
track classrooms (often on the basis of
standardized test scores). '

:

Tlus the evidence suggests that, Torall
bt e youngsters in the liphest irack, he
practice of wacking readers school less
intcresting, fess productive, and less re-
warding. The result, not suiprisiugly, is
thiat the ronger students remain in schood,
the greater the achievement gap borween
those envolled in lower and upper tracks.®

7 T IESE ARF grave charges. Why
have ey failed fo prompt more
frequent and more exdensive at-

2 templts to chiange the system? Our
examination of Long Island school dis-
tricts that have successfully detracked
suggests that contex( is important and that
particuiar ways of conducting the under-
taking will make success more likely.

First, in the districts we examined, de-
tracking had not been launched as a sep-
arate project. It was adopted either as a
part of the solution to a larger problem or
as part of a broader reform effort, De-
tracking might be one feature of a school
restructuring plan, or it might become
pari of an effort fo pursue equity or ex-
cellence. We concentrated our search at
the junior high school level because that
is the point at which tracking becomes
formal.

We found that in some districis de-
tracking became part of the process of
converting a junior high school into a
middle school. In other districts it was
prompted by revelations of inequity —
such as the absence of minority students
in upper-ability classes. In still other
places, detracking began with districtwide
efforts to improve student outcomes and
performance.

The widespread move toward middle
schools certainly fosters detracking. Both
the concern of middle schools with
youngsters and their needs and the mid-
dle school comunitment to equal access to
education are incompatible with effortsto
track students. And the literature on mid-
dle schools, such as the influential Tirn-
ing Points, vehemently rejects tracking as
“one of the most divisive and damaging

1
i
i

school practices in existence”” Thus dis-

tricts that are adopting the middle school
orientation are embarking on detracking.

Elsewhere among our 10 districts, ex-
amination of existing local data revealed
that minority students were underrepre-
sented inupper-ability classes and in extra-
curricular activities. Such data prompted
some districts to consider detracking, as
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well as other measures, w1 ot
+iIn still other d1str1cts, detrackmg be—

gan with a concern about the dwindling -

number ‘of students: taking Regents Ex-

atninations; When studies suggested that

some of the students in non-Regents class:
es could handle the exams, one district

- abolished the lower track in an effort to

prepare all youngsters for Regents-level
work. In addition, it obtained an agreement
from the state: that : students' who failed
the Régents Examinations by less than 10
poiiits would be considered to have passed
the Regents 'Competenc'y Tests. Thus; in
the interests of encouraging more students
to pursue an acadentic program, this dis-
trict moved simultaneously to reduce tracks
ing and to provide some reassurance; for
youngsters facmg mcreased academlc de—
mands; 6

We found that-a- genuine- and w1de—
spread ! understanding’ of -the need: for
detracking was perhaps the most funda-
mexntal element of a‘successful detrack:
ing effort. Studies of change have recent:
ly begun to turn away from an exclusive
focus on structures and practices, empha-

i r./"'-l‘f" g

‘sizing vinstead the importance * of: the

meaning of change proposals to the peo+

~ ple involved. The evidence suggests that
unless those expected to implement i re-

form’ genuinely® understand ' its":meaning

and-the need for it<— and unless they are - the

personally committed to cartying it out
= only-minimal 'success can be expect:

- ed.*This puts a premium on finding ways

to-charge the culture’ of schools and dis-

ii1'Wefound Ieadershlp to be crlmlal in

" this regard: Although teacher leadership

could prove important; it rarely emerged
in relation to detracking “= a venture in
which: the' time*and resources” involved
require ! strong' administrative leadership
anyway S Dut the administrative leader-
ship rould erpeepe Trem cither e school
or- disiriel Jevel: To dpitinte detracking
teepaines annfonnniionsd feadeeships the
abdlity 1o aricudute and commpicale a
vicion in ways that convives others of
Lothy it desbrabifiny ael its fepsibifity.” o
Rt convincing peeple of the desivas
vand o nsmiu of datrachibng Iawven

, izl and neare complicated than mees;

Iy gelting them o ke on gew convics
tions; ey mmnst also be pecsraded to red
Jret and replace old ones. This sot of
recehy ot typically dewpands ore thoa
inferotivn snd repiation. We ensouns

Mo PLVDBLIA KT

i tered some ingenioug activitjes‘ intended g
to make partlmpants question their! own

A svaf ol ool
it For example, one assistant superinteii

dent used a 1easomng tost to demonsirate .
;' the Tange: m;thmkmg ability--amongra
"~ group of youngsters assigned to:highs
ability classes. If: some!were: capable of =
formal thought and others were' not; just
how homogeneousiwas- this prestmably
similar! group?-And-how: importantito *
instructional 'effectiveness -was: the lack /
of thomogeneity on'this. critical ability? -

Teachers:and- board mémbers later_fook
the test as well - which stimulated sub-
stantial’ reflection:on’ thé! part: of i staff
members and policy’ makerss
# Another top admlmstratm, dlsmbpted
Howard Gardner’s Frames of Mind to his
board and presented a'seminar on Gar
ner's:theory of. multlple intelligence.
challenge: the' ‘conception: of ablhty; _
which homogeneous grouping is typlca' :
fy based; In yet another district the assi
tant sllpermtendent-;sponsored an’ 0pen
forom- to-which: he: invited - members 'of
the staff ancl,oommunity"repsesentatives
to brmg prepared pos1tlon papers on het-
erogeneous grouping, both pro and-con
Elsewhere; anew prmc1pal suggested that
the school entér_‘__

, which requirgd

“U appear,
,urf,u\ ar.m .’FL! \Umn

12

natnona! i&school: of

to be an ac wz"lfj' it .'iz

school practlces and .achlevements To- :

getherthey: cotnpleled the' application and .
were successful inswinhing récognition::

iy Generally,rhowe\/erﬂso'fundamental a’
.. change 1n5schoolf iculturerad .detrdcking

demands more: than‘collaboraﬂve reflecs
tion; it fequires collective examinationof
a-challenge to! existing: beliefs: Cultural -
change inyolvés a: modlﬁcatlon of what

‘hasbeen assuimed to bé ;ruo and desirable: -
_ Such modification requires thatsomehow

the; taken-fortgranted! besredefined:as -
problematic. The .thost: effective-way of

. accompi:shmg 1}115 goal appears tobethe *

keffectwelyj_A s L
of.ab1hty gloUpmg,the,othe eli es that

i e e




The resisters who fear to lose preset
advantages are another matter, Frequent-
ty these are the parents of children as-
signed (o high-ability groups. And —
given the advantages iheir childiea have
enjoyed, as canmerated wbove — their
concern is hardly surprising. 111113 it is.
unportant that these resisters, like doubit-
ing teachers, come fo see that detracking
is not simply a matter of substituiing
heterogeneous for homogenzous classes.
They must come to see that vuch more is
Cinvolved and (hat detracking holds
promise for their children as well.

Some schools have combined the ter-
mination of grouping by ability with the
substitution of grouping on the basis of in-
terest. Thus they have introduced themed
programs from which yousigsters and
their families can choose, such as a mi-
crosociety school, an aerospace school, or -

a service academy. Other districts have -..

focused instead on instructional strate--
gies associated with succe es | detrack-
ing, such ag cooperative learning, recip-
rocal teaching; 1nterd1sc1plmary content,
and teamingy + -
- Either way, doubters must be 'lel‘lOW]"
edged and some attempt must be made
to deal with their concerns. This is espe-
cially true with the parents of high-abili-
ty youngsters;since they are likely*fote
vocal and influential: But it is also some-
times the case with families of lower-
track students who fear that their children
will be faced.with challenges and de-
mands that fhey cannot meet. Lo
- Under some circumstances, our in-
formants reported, it may be best to low-'
er the sights and strike compromises that .
limit the scope of detracking plans. Some~
districts made the decision to phase in de-

tracking gradually, carefully examining -

its progress and reporting to the commu-
nity. Thus they have, for example, de-
tracked entering seventh-grade classes
—- or English and/or social studies or sci-
ence classes — while retaining tracking
elsewhere, Others have compromised by
eliminating the lower track but maintain- -
ing a separation between groups of high
and average ability, In all such cases, even-
tual full detracking seems to.have re-.
mained the goal, but a gradual phasing in
has been pursued as necessary to its ini-.
tial acceptance.. RS TRy
. One thing that alI our mformants emn-
phasxzed was the need for careful plan- -
ning and preparation prior fo the imple-

mentafion of a Jdetracking proposal. Re-
lnclant teachers in shictly tracted pro-

. grams are probubly correct in thinking

that ihe instroctional sirategies mos( fa-
tiliog to them will notwork in heleroge-

‘nieonrs classrpams, Thus 2 major need for
 successlud detracking is 1o provide (each-

ers with sckililional pedagogical stiategizs,
This ranslates o increaged stulf devel-
opmeat, especially i such areas as co-

. operaiive learning, woikshop oy learming

labovatory feclinignes, and differentia-
ilon of conleni. They also need lielp in
learning how to work with colleagues —

always a particular need when teachers

launch new programs and thus require

. both moral and intellectual support.

Nor do the requisites for successful de-
tracking end with staff development, In

addition to instructional and curricular

changes, several of our respondents were
convinced that new kinds of assessment
were necessary to determine student prog-
ress. And new class-ranking arrangements
might also be called for in some schools.
~ People in our 10 districts were con-
vinced-that a number of organizational
changes play a vital role as well. Class
size must be held to an absolule mini-

-mum. “Safety nets” — in the form of ex-

tra help-and tutorial sessions — need to
be created for students previously treated
as marginal, As these changes imply, cor-
responding changes must be made in both
student and teacher schedules. Staffing

. may also need to be adjusted. In one

school one teacher was made the school
math tutor and was available all day to
students on an “as needed” basis. Else-
where, the (f)resence of a second teacher
supervisor converted study halls intoreal,
small-group study sessions,

I this sounds as though detracking is
am expensive proposition, it need not be
— although some new costs are surely in-
volved. Any serious reform or restructuy-
ing effort reguires staff development, and

- detracking 1s certainly no exception. In

fact, where there are likely to be donbters
and resisters, staff development may be
even more ¢rucial (o defracking than to
other changes, And for most districts, se-
rious, sustained staff development of any

- kind will be an added expense, New ma-
. terials may also be necessary for the re-

grouped classrooms. However, smaller
classes and new staff roles may not prove
as expensive as they might initially seem.
The elimination of the lower-track class-

es, which are nsually snisll, perndrsother
class averages o decrease. In one case, a
Minnesota clementary school itul adopt-
ed a policy of (otal inclusion for all ity
youngstors, including special education
stdents, managed thereby to halve clasg
sive throughowt the school. This was a
subistantiatly clinnged staffing policy, bot
it didd not adid much expense. |

Agall gz sugpests, successiudde imd\—
ing is tantunount to school resuctining,
Viewed and handied as such, it offers
much promise both For endling an arvange-
ment that has proven highly inequitable
and for improving educational practice,
But if it is to succeed, a detracking effort
must acknowledge the magnitude of the
changes involved. As our respondents sug-
gested, it must be carefully planned and
initiated, it must acknowledge and meet .
the concerns of skeptics and resisters, it

~ nmust prepare teachers adequately for their

new circumstances, and it must align or-
ganizational structures and practices to
support the new grouping arrangements,
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