
I-Iow to Make 
Detracl~ing Worl~ 

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

By Richard S. Marsh and 
Mary Anne Raywid 

T
HE CASE for detracking the 
schools continues to be com­
pelling, and the pressure to de­
track is mounting steadily. It 
is still too early to cile a sub­

stantial research record onjust how to go 
about it, but a recent study of i 0 Long is, 
land school districts with successful de­
tracking efforts has yielded a number of 
suggestions. 

vVe ptllied tile area's more thai! l20 Llis­
lriels to learn which had been im', __ dvcd in 
sHch effort;, Theil, to confirm and extend 
lhe report;, v:c yisiteLl thuse di')tricts that 
had unllertnken tietrLlckillg. COl1\'ersations 
\yith key local figures ~ teacllers alld par­
ents as weI! as :Julllinistralors - revealed 
a ntll11bcr of Sl1gg~stjOJlS on when and how 

tu go aL'out tile process. 
Tracking has a long history, growitJg 
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drly 20di"CcntlilY Cn~ wts to pre-
J LHlngsters for Ill.: quile dirrcr.:nt ca­

t S and lifestyles awaiting them. As 
:~cr percentages of the nation's youth 
,:Ildcd schools, their dirr-.:f-..;nt i .. dents, 
Ililies, and destinies became increas­
,Iy apparent. Schools adapted 10 :>u(:h 
:l\l,/areness first witli dirf~rentintcd pro­

:·II.1S (e.g., college preparatory and 1\'lan-
training) rmd later wilh trackillg­
practice of separrlting yOllng~lcrs in­

!ilferentiated classes oflow-, avcrage-, 
. ,::::.:h-ability stUtlelltS. 
,)ver the years, we have II<ILI \':ilHse 10 
'dl1le increasingly aware of rite nega-

ve effects and injustices of tracking. To­
'y the evidence clearly calls for its elim­
lation. Yet tracking remains standard 
'actice in a large majority of the nation's 
'hools, probably 80% or more.' And pro­
,'ams at both state and federal levels sup­
lit and perpetuate the practice. 

In New York, for instance, tI1~,very ex­
tence of two sets of state tests serves to 
1dorse course differentiation and homo­
::neous grouping. Upper-track students 
lke Regents Examinations; lower-track 
Lldents take Regents Competency Tests . 
. tthe federalleve( iegislation providing 
H' the handicapped and for compensato­
l education has entrenched the practice 
f separating youngsters for targeted in­
i ruction given by teachers specially pre­
ared to offer it. Not surprisingly, then, 
_~achers have come to endorse tracking, 
elieving that they can deal effectively on­
I with groups of youngsters whose abil­
ies all fall into the sHme nmTowly defined 
ange. 

Yet the sense that tracking is unaccept­
ble has been growing for some years 
nd has come to challenge the widespread 
!I'actice. It has been almost two decades 
ince the first major expose of the extent 
,I' tracking in the schools and of the ills 
~Ild injuries accompanying it.2 And near­
y a decade has now passed since Jeannie 
}akes' classic Keeping Track was pub­
ished ill 1985, a study that both updated 
did underscored what we know about the 
lanH done by tracking. We are now see­
lig works that look toward alternatives, 
,uch as Anne Wheelock's ClVssing the 
n·acks: How "Untracking" Can Save 
\merica's Schools.) 

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

rnosl junior high sch0ols, where tIte prac­
(L.:e b~gjlls in earnest. (MallY clcnh'":nlnry 
schools ulso have grouping armngcments 
Ibal nre tantanlounl Ie; tracking, but in 
most dislricts it is ill junior hig\1 sdl0nl 
that the prndicc b~comcs formaliL".cd and 
ofricial.) 

Tracking has heen slilndmd procedure 
even where it is nllcllUiOHUCl':d ,md not 
generally refceiv~d. Fur exnmph::, in one 
schuol v>/lltre the prillcipill denietltll~ ex­
istence of tracking, nin;! dislinct ImcLs 
were identified and Hcknowkdgcd by the 
guidilllCC olTic~ llwt mainlaill...::t\ thcm.4 

'Teachers have been especial1y skepti­
cal about the feasibility of other alTange­
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,' 

I. The best t.eachers 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 - substance 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. 

5. Students excluded from high-ability 
classes el1~ounter 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 to lower­
track classrooms (often On lhe basis of 
standardized test scores). 

TilliS tile evil L;1ice sllggest:; Lhat, for all 
bUllhc youngster:, iUIIH':': llighest InIC-};, Ihe 
practice of lrncking relid~rs schDol l~ss 
interesling, less productive, and ks::> re­
warding. The result, not snrprisingly, is 
lklt tlte 1<JlJgcr bLudents ro2;main in school, 
lile greater lite achievement gap hL:l\)"lcen 
tllose enrolled in lower [I rid upper tracks. 6 

r-~,r'\ HESE Ar:E grave ch,ll'ges. Why 
l'i have they fnilL:ll in prlJ!l1pl mOre 
h frcqH~n! and more cxtcn~i\'e [It-
, templs l-ocIiangt:: tb~ SySkIE? Our 

examination of l.ong hlaHLi school dis­
tJ"icts that have sLlccessfully detracked 
suggests that context is important and that 
particular ways of conducting the under­
taking wilI 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 refOlID effort. De­
tracking might be one feature of a school 
restructuring plan, or it might become 
part of an effort to 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 districts 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 
eff0l1s to improve student outcomes and 
peiformance. 

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 commitment to equal access to 
education are incompatible with efforts to 
track students. And the literature on mid­
dle schools, such as the influential Turn­
ing Points, vehemently rejects tracking as 
"one of the most divisive and damaging 
school practices in existence."? Thus dis­
tricls 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 in upper-ability classes and in extra­
curricular activities. Such data prompted 
some distticts to consider detrac1dng, as 
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well as other measures."!; .!';,' "'i! -. tered some ingenious activit~es:intended: school practices"and '.achievements.: To"­
,;I'In still other districts, detracking be' to make participants question theiriown getherthey'cotnpletedth~'appUcationand 
gart with a concern about the dwindling beliefs'.\n\~,\')b~:!.i\lqi!(ng ')YJ'i,d ~)?ln ,::hl{'HL.V " were~succe~sfuHn:~winiljhg"iecognitionll 
numb~r of students taking Regents' Ex" i, i For example; one assistant superiuteil' ilj"i,GenerallYlhoWeveri:sgfundaruental a 
aminations: When studies suggested that,,, dent used ~r~asoning test to demonstrate, change in ,scliooldculture,'as,;detnlcking 
some of the students in non'Regents class', therange')n 'ithinking' abilitYi among' 'a' demands more;thanf collabdrative.ieflem 
es could handle the exams, one district "group of youngsters assigned to"high~ 'tion; it requires collectiv" ex.minationof 

, abolished the lower track in an effort to ability'c!assesdfsome1werecapable of, a ,chhllenge:itoieldstingl beliefs; ,Cultural 
prepare all youngsters for Regents-level fonrial thought and others were not; just change1invoIVes'a'ffioc!ification:of'iwhat 
work. In addition, it obtained an agreement how homogeneous' was this Presumably has been assumed to be true and desirable. 
from the'state that students who failed similar: group?, And,IJOW: important 'to Suchmodificatiorirequiresthatsomehow 
the Regents Examinations by less than 10 instructional 'effectiveness 'was the'lack the;,taken-forlgranted[be<lredefined, as 
points would be considered to have passed of:homog,meity on ,this ,critical ability? problematic, The IiJOstleffective way of 
the RegentsCompetency Tests:Thus, in Teachersiand board members laterJ;ook accompli:hing this goal to be the 
the interests of encouraging more students the test as well ~.which stilllulatedsulb-:.:" 
to pursue an' academic program; this dis- st~tial", reflection; on":: thcl: pm1 
trictmovedsimultaneouslytoreducetrack-l- members and policy'makerSi\;:'" 
ing and to provide some reassurance: for 11 ·:',\Another top administnUor 
youngsters facing increased academic de- Howard Gardner's Framesof W, .. -,,-, 

mands~'!:: "i; (!~.',(: . ;'I.i (;;\ ,j- ""::j board and presented a 
We found that a genuine and widec ner's 'theory of mUltiple .. 

spread' understanding: of the' need' for challenge i the' conception' 
detracking was perhaps the most funda~ .which homogeneous grouping 
mental 'element of a'successful detrack2, ly based. Inyetanotherdisttict the 
ing effor!. Studies of change have recentc tant~uperintendent;isponsored 
Iy begun to tum away from an exclusive fomm to .Which',het'invited ' 
focus on structures and practices, empha" the staff and 
sizing ,instead' the "importance' of; the ,tobririg prepared' 
meaning of change proposals to the pea; 
pIe involved,' The evidence suggests that. 
unless those expected to implement it re­
form' genuinely ~ understand' itsl .meaning 
and,theneed for it.L and unless they are 
personally committed to carrying it' out 
- only-:minimal'success can be expecH 
ed,'This puts a premium on finding ways 
to chadge the' culture of schools and disc 
tricts;;~iT!,;h';H; h' .<! :! <\',;-1. 

;'ii,We'found leadership to be'crucial in 
this regard, Although teacher leadership 
could prove important, it rarely emerged' 
in relation to detracking ~ a venture in 
which' ihe time' 'and resources involved 
reqnire I strong' administrative leadership 
~U1y'vny,'iDlJt Ihe ~~lllliIIislrative le~dej'­
s'lip "!.'I,lld I'J\)rrL'f': rH .. :nl '.iJIF:f n!f~, sdw,~}l 
or {l~;,lricl jp\'eL To i!lilinlt? dflrndine 
I("pdp.';; jr:.'l~~J(.')~llai;1Jll'!t 1f:0',\I.'rslJij': nJF~ 

a~>jjjt)' 1() mtiL-u!;.,(c <lwl c\lll\rIwnk'C\h' a 
vl,::,iu!J jn yvuy:-; fhnt ~;Olrd\.!'..'~; oihcH; ur 
vull! it:! d(.:~;ll(l!)ilily fl.!l'l ;(3 [c;1.::ibili1yc 

Put, cO!1,/in r ·jpu rr>(,pk of lite dC:J!nJ': 
biJhy ,md rC;I,sibil~y nf ~I.,;tn\cUl\g i:i I:\'en 

, h;u',kr cmd IH'Y1e' coql!!lkat~~d than !I\cre,; 
ly gcHillg tlWHJ l!} t:,\!.:,c CII !lew cOllric­
liulI,:';; '!wy 1!1!tJt ,Iho be V.:r:;tUH.kd (u fe'; 
j,,:,d ~'!l'l )'f'l.'hr,:~e old ones. This :;:ort of 
rel..'du;. ';ticlllypi!"',dJy d"H1an'.L more lh;'H 

ilJrn !~~:~\L'H ~1!Jd 1WTi\:_:tbn. '\\'c f,'11::mm' 
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The resisters who feur to lose present 
advantages are another matkr. Fr...:qncnt-
1y these .ire lh~ parents ·of children as­
signed to high··ability gml1ps. AmI ~ 
given the advantages ilH~ir children have 
enjoyed, as enumerated uhove - llidr 
concern is hr1.rdly Stlfl)rising. Thus· it is 
importanllhat. these rc~isters,1i1;c doubt­
ing teachers, corne to sec {lut.Jdrncking 
is not simply a IIltlltel.', of SulislitHting 
heterogeneolls for homogen,;;olls classes. 
They illilst come to sec {\tat oltlch more is 
involved and II."t detr,.cking holds 
promise for their children as \vell. 

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 youngsters and 
their families can choose, such as a mi­
crosociety school, an aerospace school, or 
a service academy. Other districts have 
focused instead on' instrllcti09al strate-­
gies associated with succe?'tUl detrack­
ing, such as cooperative learning, recip­
rocal teaching; .interdisciplinary content, 
and teamin~ "', 

Either way ,doubters must be acknow 1-
edged, and some attempt must be made 
to deal with their concerns. This is espe-, 
cially true with the parents ofhigh-abili­
ty youngsters,'since they are likely1o'1'fe 
vocal and influential. But it is also some­
times the'. case· with families of lower­
track students who fear that their children 
will be faceg/with challenges and de­
mands that ihey cannot meet. 

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, carefplly examining 
its progress and reporting tothe 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 aU 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; .' . 

One thing that all Our informants em­
phasized was the need for careful plan­
ning and preparation prior to the imp le-

--., . 

mentali,m of i.i ~Idradjntr proposHI. Re­
ItlCltlllt kat llel".:.. in stlictly tracLed pro·· 
grams are r~rob:!hly correct in thinking 
{liat 11](.'; inst.ructiulI:ll strategier, mas! fa­
miliar l(J th!:H1 ~vill not work. in he"teroge­

,. neaus clnssrpoms. Thus n rnnjor need for 
sl)ccessfll! d~trucking is to pro\)de {each-
ers with hi.i;jilioJlul ped;Jgogiefll si"I:ntegks. 
Tlds I"rnn~liltcs iJito increased staff devt'l­
opment, eSl~cciHlly in such arens as co-· 
operntivc le~'\rnj\1g, wOlb;hop or h~mTdllg 
laonr<liory le-:lilliqlles, and diffcl"cntin­
tinl1 o[ content. They aho need ht:,:lp in 
leatl1ing h0o/ to wOl·k with colleagues­
always a particular need when teachers 
la.unch 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, se\ieral of our respondents were 
convinced t?at new kinds of assessment 
were necessary to determine student prog­
ress. And ney., class-ranking arrangements 
might also ge called for in some schools. 

People in our I 0 districts were con­
vlnced--that a number of organizational 
changes playa vital role os well. Closs 
size must qe held to an ubsolule mini­

. mum. "Sufety nets" - in the form of ex­
tra help ·and tutorial sessions - need to 
be created fpr students previously treated 
as marginal! As these changes imply, cor­
resPOnding~hangeS must be made in both 
student an teacher schedules. Staffing 
may also eed 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 presence of a second teacher 
supervisordonverted study halls into real, 
small-group study sessions. 

If this s'lunds as though detracking is 
an expensive proposition, it need not be 
- although some new costs are surely in­
·volved. Any serious reform or restructur­
ing effort r~Uires staff development, and 
detracking s certainly no exception. In 
fact, where here are likely to be doubters 
and resisters, staff development may be 
even more prucial to detracking 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 c1~ssrooms. 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, widell nrc w:ually smidl, pcrndts·nlhel' 
class averages lo decrease. Tn Ql!C case, a 
Ivlinnesofa demcnti:!ry sclluol ih .. <i ad()fll­
cd a polky of lorn] inclusion [OJ" all its 
youngskrs, including speciill C(hlCrdion 
stlllkn1s, mnnngcrl thereby tr) !JofFe class 
sizt; thi."Ollgtlont ihc sch()ol. Tlds "'(vas a 
snhslamhdly changed staffing policy, bLl! 
it did not <1\hl mur..:h expense. 

A~; 811 ILL. snngests, slIccessful \ kira~k­
ing is tantamount tv school rC".slnlclurin~. 
Viewed nml handled as snell, it offers 
rnuch prOlnise both for ending an arrange­
ment Ihat 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 
must 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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