
          

 

 

 

LEGISLATION POLICY BRIEF 
 

Universal Access to a Quality Education: 
Research and Recommendations  

for the Elimination of Curricular Stratification 
 

Carol C. Burris, South Side High School, New York 
Kevin G. Welner, University of Colorado at Boulder 

Jennifer W. Bezoza, Children’s Voices 
 
 

December 2009 
 
 

The Great Lakes Center for Education Research & Practice 
PO Box 1263 

East Lansing, MI 48826 
Phone: (517) 203-2940 

Email: greatlakescenter@greatlakescenter.org 
Web Site: http://www.greatlakescenter.org  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by IssueLab

https://core.ac.uk/display/71342942?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
mailto:greatlakescenter@greatlakescenter.org�
http://www.greatlakescenter.org/�


          
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

One of a series of Policy Briefs made possible by funding from 
the Great Lakes Center for Education Research and Practice. 
 
EPIC/EPRU policy briefs are peer reviewed by members of the 
Editorial Review Board. For information on the board and its 
members, visit: http://epicpolicy.org/editorial-board 

http://epicpolicy.org/editorial-board�


          

 
Ronnie and Tyrone are both former students at South Side 

High School in Long Island New York. They both were raised in 
public housing, they are both African American, and they both 
entered high school having struggled with academics. Then the 
school took over. 

 Ronnie entered 9th grade in 1991, when the school pushed 
struggling students into low-track classes, separate and apart from 
more successful students. Due to tracking, classes in the school 
were stratified by race and socio-economic status. Ronnie was 
assigned to low-track skills classes, and he dropped out at the end 
of his junior year. 

 Tyrone entered the school in 2002, after it had adopted a 
policy of heterogeneous grouping. The school placed him in the 
same academically demanding classes as his wealthy and middle-
class schoolmates. The school responded to his needs with support 
classes. Tyrone also responded, passing multiple International 
Baccalaureate courses and then going on the college. 
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The beneficial effects of heterogeneous grouping at South Side 
High School went well beyond Tyrone. This can be seen in how 
much the school has narrowed the achievement gap between white 
and minority students. Of the students entering South Side High 
School in 1996, 32% of all African American or Hispanic and 88% 
of all White or Asian American graduates earned New York State 
Regents diplomas. Of those entering South Side in 2001, just five 
years later, 92% of all African American or Hispanic and 98% of 
all White or Asian American graduates earned Regents diplomas. 
In June of 2009, 95% of the school’s minority students graduated 
with Regents diploma, far surpassing the rate for white students in 
New York State. 
 
This sort of progress has been a long time in coming. For well over 
twenty-five years, education commissions and prominent 
researchers have documented the negative effects of curricular 
stratification—the practice of grouping students into different 
academic classes by perceived ability, commonly known as 



          
‘tracking.’ With little scientific debate remaining on the harmful 
effects of this curricular stratification, for individuals as well as 
society, the primary focus has finally shifted to questions about 
how best to reform. What does a high-quality, heterogeneously 
grouped academic program look like, and how can it be most 
successful? 
 
This brief presents three case studies: of a school (a San Diego 
charter), a district (the home of South Side High School), and a 
nation (Finland) that have abolished curricular stratification and 
promoted outstanding student achievement. Based on those 
successes we highlight lessons and offer recommendations for 
changing policy and practice. 
 
In the past, potential reformers were wary of heterogeneous 
grouping because there were few well-documented, successful 
alternatives to stratified systems. In short, the excuse for low-
expectations classes was simply that there was no alternative. But 
today’s successful heterogeneously grouped classrooms and 
schools—where all students are taught a challenging, common 
curriculum—offer convincing proof that this reform can produce 
increased achievement and far more equitable outcomes, and they 
illustrate the path to such success. 
 
The educational leaders in the three systems described in this brief 
rejected curricular stratification because it has been shown to 
exacerbate the societal or natural disadvantages suffered by many 
children. These leaders realized that when students who experience 
difficulty are provided with an inferior curriculum, they are certain 
to fall farther behind. In contrast, the high-quality heterogeneously 
grouped schools they created give all students access to the best 
curriculum and an academic support system that helps ensure that 
they take advantage of it. These schools hold clear lessons for 
leaders of other schools, where students are still stratified into 
tracks. Detracking provides a realistic and proven pathway to 
academic excellence grounded in true equity. 
 
Accordingly, the principal recommendation made here is that 
policy makers and educators follow the path supported by the 
research evidence: the elimination of curricular tracks that separate 
students by race, socio-economic status, or assumptions about their 
learning potential. That is, we recommend the elimination of 
curricular stratification. 
 
We acknowledge the complexity of this reform, and we therefore 
also provide recommendations to guide policymakers and school 
districts in their attempts to move forward with the reform and at 
the same time provide optimal learning environments and 
challenging curricula for all students during the period of 
transition. 
 



          
Among other things, we recommend that states require schools and 
districts to identify all curricular tracks, describe their composition 
by racial and socio-economic groups, and communicate student 
placement policies. Policymakers should communicate clearly with 
the public, explaining what the data demonstrate about tracking 
and the reasons for reform. Detracking—the phasing out of 
curricular stratification—should begin with the lowest track, and 
meaningful access to Advanced Placement (AP) and International 
Baccalaureate (IB) courses should be available to all students 
throughout the reform process. 
 
Finally, schools need support as the reform proceeds, with a 
corresponding need for an organized network that connects 
educators with each other and with researchers, in order to 
promulgate best practices and strategies. Students need supports as 
well, as do teachers in the form of sustained professional 
development so that they are prepared to successfully instruct all 
learners in heterogeneously grouped classrooms. 
 
The final section of the brief, authored by attorney Jennifer W. 
Bezoza, presents model statutory code language. These statutory 
provisions can be used by state legislators seeking to implement 
the recommendations set forth in the brief.
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For well over twenty-five years, education commissions and 
prominent researchers have documented the negative effects of 
curricular stratification—the practice of grouping students into 
different classes by perceived ability, commonly known as 
tracking or ability grouping. With little debate remaining on the 
need for change, the primary research focus has shifted to the 
implementation for reform—for movement toward heterogeneous 
grouping. Learning from examples of schools that have abolished 
curricular stratification and promoted outstanding student 
achievement, this brief highlights lessons and offers 
recommendations for changing policy and practice. At the 
conclusion of this brief, we present model statutory code language, 
drafted by attorney Jennifer Bezoza, that could be adopted by a 
state wishing to implement our recommendations. 
 
Our overarching recommendation is that policy makers and 
educators follow the path supported by research: the elimination of 
curricular pathways that separate students by race, socio-economic 
status, or assumptions about their learning potential. That is, we 
recommend the elimination of curricular stratification. 
 
Even as we make this recommendation, though, we acknowledge 
the complexity of reform in schools. Accordingly, this brief 
provides further recommendations to guide policy makers and 
school districts in their attempts to move forward with the reform 
and to provide optimal learning environments and challenging 
curricula for all students during the period of transition. 
 
Among other things, we recommend that states require schools and 
districts to identify all tracks, describe their composition by racial 
and socio-economic groups, and communicate student placement 
policies. Policymakers should communicate clearly with the 
public, explaining what the data demonstrate about curricular 
stratification and the reasons for reform. The movement toward 
heterogeneous grouping—the phasing out of ability grouping, a 
reform sometimes called detracking—should begin with the lowest 
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track, and meaningful access to Advanced Placement (AP) and 
International Baccalaureate (IB) courses should be available to all 
students throughout the reform process. 
 
Finally, schools need support as the reform proceeds, with a 
corresponding need for an organized network that connects 
educators with each other and with researchers, in order to 
promulgate best practices and strategies. Students need supports as 
well, as do teachers in the form of sustained professional 
development so that they are prepared to successfully instruct all 
learners in heterogeneous classrooms. 
 

 
Introduction 

As explained below, this brief begins where the research from the 
1980s and 1990s leaves off—with the conclusion that tracking is a 
harmful, inequitable, and unsupportable practice. Readers not 
already convinced of that conclusion will probably also not be 
convinced by the brief summary of the research on curricular 
stratification set forth below; we urge those readers to seek out the 
expansive body of scholarship on the issue, some of which is cited 
in this brief’s endnotes. 
 
Given our starting point, the brief does not feign uncertainty or 
objectivity about the need for reform. Instead, it is a forthright 
effort to present the best of what educators and researchers have 
learned about how to reform. Moreover, we contend that the case 
studies summarized below, as well as other exemplars from around 
the country, should put to rest past concerns that schools must 
continue discredited, old practices due to the lack of viable 
alternatives. 
 
In reality, reform-minded educators have, since the 1980s, 
diligently worked to dismantle the systems of curricular 
stratification embedded in American schools. Although classes 
which stratify educational opportunities are almost universally 
denounced by experts, attempts to move toward heterogeneously 
grouped classrooms and provide all students with challenging 
curricula have met with stiff resistance and, all too often, limited 
success. 
 
The past decade, however, has given rise to a new generation of 
detracking efforts, informed by past research studies as well as the 
work of earlier reformers. These recent efforts have found greater 
success, and the study of these heterogeneous classrooms and 
schools—where all students are taught a challenging, common 
curriculum—provides valuable insights. In the past, potential 
reformers were wary of detracking due to the lack of well-
documented, successful alternatives to stratified systems. Today’s 
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successful exemplars offer convincing proof that heterogeneous 
grouping can produce increased achievement and far more 
equitable outcomes, and they illustrate the path to such success. 
 
As noted above, a substantial body of literature exists that 
describes curricular stratification and its effects.1

 

 We know much 
about the purposes, beliefs and motivations that gave rise to this 
stratification and that now sustain it. We understand how students 
are separated both by race and socio-economic status as a result of 
tracking, and we understand its detrimental effects on student 
achievement. A knowledge base also now exists concerning the 
political forces that keep curricular stratification in place, 
notwithstanding these documented harms. After briefly 
summarizing this literature, we discuss lessons learned from 
successful, heterogeneously grouped schools as well as from 
schools that attempted detracking but failed. Next, we briefly 
discuss the normative and political changes necessary to 
successfully implement such a reform, as well necessary changes 
to curricular and instructional practices. Finally, based on research 
as well as these described successful models, we conclude with 
recommendations that provide a blueprint for policymakers and 
practitioners to advance this long-overdue reform. 

 
Background 

The emergence of tracking coincided with the immigration waves 
of the early twentieth century.2 In theory, it was instituted to meet 
the diverse educational needs of the new students entering 
America’s public high schools. Curricular stratification was 
embraced by the ”administrative progressives” as an efficient and 
scientific method of providing members of this newly diverse 
student body with schooling appropriate to each group’s academic 
capacity and future station in life.3

 
 

Yet, no matter how well-meaning the goal, tracking’s rapid growth 
was largely due to race and class bias, along with paternalistic 
beliefs about immigrants and other non-mainstream children. 
Many prominent supporters believed that a “great army of 
incapables” were entering the public school system and that they 
needed to be sorted from those students considered ready for a 
classical education.4

 
 

As the 20th century progressed and societal opportunities 
expanded, curricular stratification remained an inequitable fixture 
of modern schooling. New immigrant groups—as well as members 
of other groups who had formerly been excluded from mainstream 
schooling, such as African Americans and students with special 
needs—continued to be placed in low-track classes or segregated 
into ‘industrial’ or ‘vocational’ high schools. Early critiques fell on 
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deaf ears, and the practice was not seriously questioned until the 
1980s when Jeannie Oakes, Anne Wheelock and others began to 
document and describe its harmful effects.5

 

 Over the next two 
decades, researchers studied tracking extensively and explored its 
effects on achievement and social stratification. In addition, while 
most resisted calls for change and fought to retain systems of 
curricular stratification, some policymakers and educators 
embarked upon reforms. 

 
Research on Curricular Stratification 

Despite tracking’s prevalence,6 research has established 
compelling reasons to question it. Students of different races and 
classes are inequitably distributed among tracks. Within multi-
racial schools, African American and Latino students are 
dramatically over-represented in low-track classes and under-
represented in high-track classes.7 In fact, disproportionate 
placement of African American and Latino students in low-track 
classes8 and the corresponding exclusion of these students from 
high-track classes cannot be accounted for solely on the basis of 
students’ prior achievement.9 Students of color with the exact same 
test scores as White student are nonetheless more likely to be 
enrolled in lower-track classes.10 Socio-economic status is linked 
to track placement as well.11

 

 One benefit of a movement toward 
heterogeneous grouping, then, is the integration of classrooms and 
the avoidance of this discrimination, thus providing a more 
equitable educational experience to all students. 

In addition, curricular stratification in American schools has not 
realized its main goal: homogeneity in student ability at the 
classroom level. In theory, such homogeneity would allow 
educators to target curriculum and instruction appropriately for 
qualitatively different groups of students. However, researchers 
examining the makeup of stratified classes have found that they 
contain students with an extraordinarily wide range of 
achievement, as measured by standardized tests.12 This is largely 
because course enrollment decisions are based on both formal and 
informal criteria, including not only test scores and prior school 
achievement but also student behavior, student or parent 
preference, completion of prerequisites, teacher judgment, and 
counselor guidance.13

 

 The empirical studies mentioned above 
(which found segregation in tracking that cannot be accounted for 
by prior achievement) also suggest that this constellation of 
placement criteria disadvantages lower-income students and 
students of color, who are disproportionately assigned to low-track 
classes. 

During the 1980s and 1990s, when these inequities were exposed, 
there was also a flurry of research to discern whether curricular 
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stratification enhanced student learning. The research showed 
mixed results, in part because researchers disagreed about how 
tracking should be studied and how existing studies should be 
interpreted. Some researchers argued that if the curriculum varied, 
then researchers would be measuring the effects of curriculum, not 
the student placements into stratified tracks.14 Others argued that 
curriculum variation is the very purpose of tracking and that the 
two should be studied as a whole.15

 

 Such diverse opinions on 
methodology produced not only diverse results, but divergent lines 
of research studies. 

The first category of studies, which offered a straightforward 
comparison of ability-grouped to non- ability-grouped classes with 
similar curriculum, indicated that ability grouping does not affect 
achievement. As a group, those studies suggest that ability 
grouping, without curriculum differentiation, has no effect on 
student learning.16

 
 

The second group of studies, comparing high-track and low-track 
classrooms, indicated that when the curriculum varies with track, 
students in low-track classes learn less than students in the higher 
tracks.17 The studies did not make clear, however, whether 
learning differences result from the grouping itself or from 
associated factors. For example, reflecting on the results of his own 
study of this type, one researcher explained, “While the evidence 
presented here does strongly support the divergence hypothesis 
that tracking differentially [affects] performances of high and low 
ability groups, it does not provide an explanation of that effect.”18 
He goes on to suggest that high-track advantage may result from 
differentiated curriculum, better teachers in high-track classes, or 
different classroom cultures. Some researchers have found, for 
example, that students in high-track classes receive better 
instruction, including lessons involving higher-level thinking skills 
and more instructional time; in contrast, students in low-track 
classes typically receive drill-and-skill activities.19 Further, the 
literature on compensatory programs, which are designed to isolate 
students in low-track classes so that they can “catch up,” 
demonstrates that such classes do not achieve the desired results 
and often discourage students and result in lower achievement.20

 
 

A third category of studies focused on the impact of high-track 
curriculum. These studies primarily measured the effects of 
accelerated or enriched curriculum on students of high, average, 
and low achievement. High-achieving students clearly benefited 
from the enriched curriculum, and those few studies that measured 
the effects on average- and low-achieving students indicated that 
they benefited as well. That is, when more students were given the 
“high track” curriculum, either by design or accident (such as 
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unusual placements of students whose past achievement had been 
low), their achievement rose.21

 
 

However, different researchers drew different conclusions from 
these and other studies. Some concluded that a movement toward 
heterogeneous grouping might do a disservice to high-achieving 
students.22 They suggested that any gains from detracking by low-
achieving students would be at the expense of average and high 
achievers. From this perspective, curricular differentiation is 
needed in order to tailor curriculum to different student groups, 
with the likely result that only some students would receive 
enriched or accelerated curriculum. Other researchers believed that 
increased student achievement associated with the enriched 
curriculum of high-track classes demonstrated that a commitment 
to universal high-track curriculum could function as a means to 
successfully reform schools without negatively impacting the 
learning of high achievers.23

 
 

Both groups, then, generally agreed that the curriculum of high-
track classes tends to result in greater student achievement, but this 
latter group of researchers and educators rejected the low 
expectations of earlier “administrative progressives,” reasoning 
that access to challenging curriculum should be broadly available 
rather than restricted to a subgroup of accomplished students. They 
proposed a reform whereby heterogeneous grouping is adopted as 
a process of “leveling up,” exposing many more students to a 
rigorous, engaging curriculum and to the academic culture and 
higher expectations associated with high-track classes. Further, 
they contended that the reform could only work if the high-track 
curriculum became the default curriculum of heterogeneously 
grouped classes, with adequate supports for students and teachers 
to facilitate success.24

 
 

While the research of the 1980s and 1990s did not result in 
consensus regarding the effects of curricular stratification on 
student achievement, it did inform the debate in two important 
ways, influencing later detracking reforms. First, findings from all 
three research categories suggested that both curriculum and 
teacher expectations are important. Given the demonstrated impact 
of high-track curriculum on student achievement generally, the 
mere sorting of higher-ability students into separate high-track 
classrooms cannot be identified as the only, or even primary, cause 
of higher achievement. Second, findings from these studies of 
curricular stratification raised some important questions. If all 
students benefit from the study of an accelerated curriculum, can 
that acceleration be provided in heterogeneously grouped classes? 
Can the needs of students in special education programs be met in 
such classes? Would teachers consciously or unconsciously “water 
down” the curriculum in heterogeneously grouped classes, or 
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would rigor and high achievement persist? Recent studies of 
heterogeneously grouping, discussed later in this brief, addressed 
these questions. 
 

 
Early attempts at detracking 

As the inequities of tracking were exposed, reports calling for the 
reduction or elimination of tracking were issued by prominent 
groups such as the Carnegie Council for Adolescent Development, 
the National Research Council, the National Governors 
Association, the National Education Association, the National 
Council of Teachers of English, and the California Department of 
Education.25 Some courts also mandated detracking, either through 
consent decrees or court-imposed orders based on determinations 
that the tracking systems were used to racially segregate students.26

 
 

As heterogeneous grouping was instituted, either by mandate or 
through local reform, advocates of the reform learned a painful 
lesson: the very racial and socio-economic stratification that 
prompted them to question the practice of curricular stratification 
correspondingly made the practice attractive to some of its 
proponents. Oakes and Wells, for instance, describe how the 
detracking reforms in ten secondary schools they studied were 
scaled back and undermined when the reformers “ran headlong 
into deeply held beliefs and ideologies about intelligence, racial 
differences, social stratification, and privilege.”27

 

 They found that 
resistance to the reform generally came from White, well-educated 
and politically vocal parents who pressured school administrators 
to keep higher-track classes for their children, separate from lower-
wealth minority students who were most frequently placed in 
classes that were less challenging. Supporters of curricular 
stratification rarely spoke openly about race or class differences, 
instead expressing their concerns regarding, for instance, the 
negative influences low-track students would have on their 
children, the likelihood that those lower-track children are 
members of street gangs, or the importance of maintaining a 
meritocracy. 

Even in districts where race was not a factor, resistance to 
heterogeneous grouping tended to arise from the parents of higher-
achieving students. As a rule, these parents believed that their 
children were advantaged by the system of curricular stratification 
and were not reassured by the clear statements from school leaders 
that the reform would allow all students to be challenged in high-
quality heterogeneous classes.28 Alliances often arose between 
such parents and the teachers who had been assigned to high-track 
classes, with this combined resistance forcing school leaders and 
elected representatives to back away from the reform.29 These 
teachers often argued that some students lacked the ability, support 
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and motivation needed for success and that they and their 
colleagues lacked the skills and strategies needed to meet the needs 
of all learners. Advocates of heterogeneous grouping soon learned 
that the reform involved far more than just a technical change in 
the way that students were grouped for instruction or even in the 
way these new classes were taught—considerable political and 
normative obstacles would need to be overcome for detracking to 
be successful.30

 
 

However, even in the face of strong opposition, the reform has 
been able to move forward in various locales, including individual 
schools, entire districts and, as we outline below, the country of 
Finland. These successful reforms provide powerful insights into 
the obstacles that must be overcome to successfully dismantle 
systems of curricular stratification.31

 
 

 
Schools dedicated to equity and excellence 

Below, we profile three exemplars of heterogeneous grouping: a 
suburban school district, an urban high school, and a national 
school system. Although we are aware of other successful 
detracking reform efforts, these illustrate a range of approaches 
toward the reform. We include some description of each reform 
and point readers to further details contained in the articles and 
books cited in the endnotes. Such case studies are the best source 
of what we know about detracking; their existence proves the 
potential of the reform and offers guidance about how to achieve 
that potential.32

 

 Together, these examples illustrate how reform can 
be implemented at the district, school and national levels. 
Undoubtedly, factors beyond heterogeneous grouping—such as 
resources, leadership, and a social commitment to all students—
impacted each of these reforms; however, the rejection of 
curricular stratification was a central element in each success story. 

Detracked through Steady Reform: Rockville Centre 
 

In many ways the suburban community of Rockville Centre in 
Long Island, New York was an unlikely place for a detracking 
reform. The district’s overall scores were always competitive, and 
most residents were happy with the status quo. But those scores 
and that satisfaction masked a sizeable achievement gap between 
high- and low-performing students. Nearly three-quarters of the 
district’s students are White, and most are from families with 
upper-middle-class incomes. Approximately 9% of district 
students are African American, 12% are Latino, and 3% are Asian 
American.33 About 13% of the district’s students are eligible for 
free or reduced-price lunch. Because of tracking, these different 
subgroups of students had very different educational experiences, 
resulting in the large achievement gap. 
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In 1989, the superintendent of schools, Dr. William H. Johnson, 
recognized the link between the district’s achievement gaps and its 
tracking practices. At that time, each core academic area in the 
middle and high schools had at least two tracks, and as many as 
five. Minority students, especially those who received free or 
reduced-price lunch, were greatly over-represented in the low-track 
classes and largely absent from the upper tracks. 
 
Middle-school detracking began in English and social studies in 
1989, and the results showed clear success: the number of students 
failing courses decreased, even though it was the easier, low-track 
course that had been eliminated. At the same time, the scores of the 
school’s high achievers did not decline. Only math and science 
remained tracked, with two levels in each subject. 
 
The math/science experience in Rockville Centre is instructive. 
Students were allowed to choose the higher-level courses, so 
acceleration in mathematics and science was now theoretically 
available to all students. However, many students, and 
disproportionately African American and Latino students, were not 
choosing to enroll in these classes.34 Therefore, the district 
developed a multi-year plan to remove the less challenging option, 
thereby eliminating all curricular stratification in middle-school 
mathematics and science.35

 

 Heterogeneous, accelerated math 
classes began with the sixth-grade class entering in the fall of 
1995. 

At the same time, the school changed teaching and learning 
conditions in ways that school leaders believed would help all 
students succeed. Specifically, the superintendent and the middle-
school leadership team concluded that a combination of three 
elements would enable all learners to be successful without 
reducing the achievement of the most proficient math students: (a) 
heterogeneous grouping, (b) high-track curriculum, and (c) pre- 
and post-teaching in alternate-day math workshops for a subgroup 
of students, meeting for one period every other day. Any student 
could elect to take the workshop, but students were expected to 
take it when they struggled in the regular math class. Class size 
was restricted to 12 or fewer students. Importantly, the workshops 
complemented

 

 the instruction in the heterogeneous math class, 
allowing students who struggled to have extra support but avoiding 
the trap of trying to structure that support in a separate ‘remedial’ 
track. 

This reform yielded prompt and demonstrable successes.36 Nearly 
all students entered South Side High School, the district’s only 
high school, having successfully completed algebra in the eighth 
grade, and the achievement of the most proficient math students 
was not affected.37 Of greatest significance, the proportion of 
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students taking advanced mathematics courses such as pre-calculus 
and AP Calculus greatly increased for both majority and minority 
students of all achievement levels.38

 
 

As the middle school moved toward heterogeneous grouping, the 
high school was also detracking. Between 1998 and 2002, the high 
school gradually eliminated all curricular stratification in Grades 9 
and 10. After the reform, the needs of students with learning 
disabilities have been met by support personnel who provide 
special education students needed assistance within the 
classroom.39

 

 Students who have significant cognitive 
developmental delays or are otherwise severely disabled are 
nevertheless fully included in Grades K-5 and receive separate 
academic instruction geared to life skill development in Grades 6-
12. 

After Grade 10, students opt to study either the college preparatory 
New York State Regents curriculum, the curriculum of the 
International Baccalaureate (IB), or a combination of the two. 
Post-reform enrollment in 11th and 12th grade IB courses rapidly 
expanded. Forty-five percent of students in the class of 2006, the 
first class heterogeneously grouped through Grade 10, were IB 
diploma candidates. This compares with 35 percent for the class of 
2004. Only 13 percent of the school’s 2004 Black or Latino 
graduates were IB diploma candidates; this number nearly tripled 
to 38 percent for the class of 2006. And although not all students 
were willing to commit to the full IB program, more than 84 
percent of the class of 2006 took at least one IB course. Scores 
remained high: over 75% of all exams were scored at 4 or better,40 
and by 2007 fully one third of the class achieved the prestigious 
International Baccalaureate Diploma41

 

 in addition to the New York 
State Regents diploma. Earning the IB diploma allows students to 
receive sophomore status at such prestigious colleges as Smith and 
Binghamton. 

The district also saw a closing of the achievement gap in the 
earning of the New York State Regents diploma. For those 
students who began South Side High School in 1996 (the 
graduating class of 2000), 32% of all African American or 
Hispanic and 88% of all White or Asian American graduates 
earned Regents diplomas. Five years later, the gap had 
dramatically closed—92% of all African American or Hispanic 
and 98% of all White or Asian American graduates who began 
South Side in 2001 earned Regents diplomas.42

 

 The foundation 
provided by heterogeneous grouping throughout the middle school 
and early high school years yielded long-term benefits for the 
district’s students. 
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Untracked by Design: the Preuss School 
 
On the opposite coast, a similar reform in a very different school 
was taking place. The Preuss School, located on the campus of the 
University of California at San Diego, is a public charter school for 
middle-school and high-school students.43

 

 It opened in 1999 under 
the direction of both the university and the San Diego Unified 
School District. It was designed as a challenging school without 
tracks. 

The university carefully planned for the school to prepare 
motivated, low-income students for college admittance and 
success. The school defines low-income as no more than two times 
the income that qualifies a family for free or reduced-price lunch.44

 

 
With the help of both public and private funds, the school has 
grown to nearly 800 students. In order to qualify for the admission 
lottery, students must come from low-SES households and have 
parents who are not graduates of a four-year college. Some Preuss 
students travel up to an hour by bus in order to attend this 
innovative, untracked school. 

The Preuss curriculum is distinguished by high expectations, with 
all students taking the same demanding courses. The faculty of the 
school has created a culture focused on preparing all students for 
college. This culture is supported by, among other things, the 
continual presence of college students who serve as tutors and act 
as role models. The college application process is part of the 
school curriculum.45

 
 

Students take eight AP courses during high school, with all other 
courses taught at an honors level. The arts are an integral part of 
the program. Students are well supported with a longer school day 
and school year, a Saturday tutoring program, and tutoring 
provided by university students. As in the New York district, the 
philosophy of the school is to give all students rigorous curriculum 
and then vary the social and academic supports in accordance with 
student needs. Staff development is an integral part of the school 
culture; students arrive late one day each week so that teachers 
have the opportunity to engage in staff development activities that 
examine instructional practices and provide time for teacher 
collaboration.46

 
 

The commitment to heterogeneous grouping at the Preuss School 
is as essential a part of the mission as it is at South Side High 
School. Again, while Preuss educators differentiate supports, all 
students study the same basic curriculum designed to prepare them 
for Advanced Placement exams. 
 



Universal Access to a Quality Education                          Page 12 
 
 
Because students and their families choose the school, there are 
inherent limitations on how well Preuss outcomes may be 
generalized to other urban schools serving low-income students of 
color. This selection bias may create a student body at Preuss with 
greater motivation, greater prior success, and more engaged, 
educated parents (although the latter is partially addressed through 
the eligibility process, as noted above). These are all factors that 
research has shown are associated with student achievement. 
 
Any such selection bias, however is taking place within a 
subpopulation that is clearly disadvantaged. No high school in San 
Diego serves a greater proportion of low-SES students than Preuss, 
yet “Preuss 10th-graders outperformed San Diego Unified School 
District high school students on the state English language arts and 
math tests, with 100 percent scoring proficient in English language 
arts and 99 percent scoring proficient in math.”47 In addition, 74% 
of all Preuss students graduate having received a score of 3 or 
better on at least one AP exam,48 and over 90% of the school’s 
students go on to college. Preuss has consistently been named one 
of the top 50 high schools in the nation by Newsweek magazine, an 
honor that it shares with South Side.49 Similarly, U.S. News & 
World Report ranks both Preuss and South Side as “Gold Medal” 
schools – in a list published just last week, Preuss is ranked as the 
32nd best high school in the country, while South Side is ranked 
46th.50

 
 

Moreover, although self-selection may be one factor helping to 
account for the remarkable success of Preuss students, it is 
important to note that the low-income students of color who 
experienced success following detracking in Rockville Centre were 
not self-selected. In fact, they generally live in Section 8 
subsidized housing or in a HUD (Department of Housing and 
Urban Development) housing project. 
 

A National Reform Featuring Heterogeneous Grouping  
 
Our third example of a successful detracking reform occurred on a 
national level. The nation of Finland engaged in a multi-year 
reform that benefited its students from all socio-economic 
backgrounds and successfully closed its achievement gap. 
 
In 2000, the 15-year-olds of Finland proved themselves to be 
among the best readers in the world as measured by their 
performance on the Program for International Student Assessment 
(PISA).51 In 2003, Finnish teenagers were not only first in reading, 
but also first in mathematical literacy, problem solving and 
science. Included in this ranking were the students of 29 
participating industrialized nations, including the United States. In 
2006, Finnish students again were at or near the top in these 
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international tests.52 Finland also had the second highest 
proportion of students who earned the highest possible score on the 
2006 PISA science exam.53

 

 But these successes did not come easy; 
the country’s schools first underwent an extensive reform. 

In many ways, Finnish students confound conventional wisdom. 
For example, the SES status of Finnish families has only a minimal 
impact on the achievement of the nation’s students, as compared to 
the SES impact in other nations.54

 

 In addition, Finland has made 
extraordinary progress in closing its achievement gap. The 
country’s gap on PISA between high and low achievers was the 
second smallest among the participating industrialized nations in 
2000, and the smallest in 2003. 

Although there are many possible factors that may contribute to the 
success of Finnish students, one of the most remarkable features of 
the national school system is its commitment to excellence and 
equity for every child, based on the belief that each child deserves 
the same richness of educational opportunities until they are 16 
years of age, which is the end of Grade 9 in Finland (the school 
starting age is seven). This equity of opportunity, however, did not 
always exist. Before Finland initiated its reform, a child’s family, 
when she or he reached age 11, had to decide whether the child 
would attend college or vocational school.55 Those preparing for 
vocational school took less challenging courses in science and 
mathematics. But Finnish reformers insisted on an end to this early 
stratification. Ability grouping in grades 1-9 was abolished in 1985 
so that all students could be prepared for higher education, leaving 
open the full range of career options.56

 
 

Special education students in Finland are included in the same 
heterogeneous regular classrooms as other students. Instruction has 
become student-centered, and ample support is provided. Students 
are now provided with enriched, challenging coursework through 
the end of the ninth grade (age 16), when they decide whether they 
want to continue preparing for college or for a vocation. 
 
Finnish detracking arose out of a philosophical shift that began 
taking place around 1968, based on a foundational belief that all 
children deserve an excellent education, regardless of their 
geographic location or their social or economic status.57 The 
reformers stressed each child’s potential for growth. “Young 
researchers argued that people’s abilities and intelligence always 
rose to the level required by society, and that education systems 
merely reflected those limits or needs.”58

 

 The curriculum became 
the means to delivery equity, leaving behind the old system that 
divided students into two groups based on “ability”—a system that 
mirrored and reproduced the social stratification of the country. 
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As in the United States, opposition to the reform has arisen in 
Finland from advocates for students identified as gifted, who have 
complained that Finnish schools do not serve the highest achievers 
well. Thus far, however, Finland’s reformers have held sway, 
maintaining the equitable system while instituting changes that 
provide more teacher freedom in curriculum implementation. This 
allows Finnish educators to meet the needs of all students, but not 
at the expense of those facing greater obstacles.59

 
 

 
Lessons 

The heterogeneously grouped schools of Finland, San Diego and 
Long Island share critical characteristics, practices and beliefs. In 
each case, the decision to steer clear of curricular stratification was 
based on the desire to address an equity challenge: in the case of 
Rockville Centre, the challenge was to close the achievement 
gap;60 for Preuss, the challenge was to prepare minority students 
for college after affirmative action admissions preferences were 
prohibited by state law;61 for Finland, the challenge was to end 
reproduction of social classes.62

 

 These schools understood that true 
excellence is built upon providing equitable opportunities for all. 

In each case, curriculum revision was key, with challenging 
curricula provided to all students and with additional support 
provided as needed: detracking meant leveling up the curriculum, 
not watering it down. And, at least until students reach age 16, 
learning goals in these schools became the same for all students. 
These schools are the antithesis of the “shopping mall high school” 
that provides different levels of academic challenge based on 
students’ interests or counselors’ judgments of student ability. 
 
The success of these reforms is documented in achievement data. 
South Side High School and the Preuss School have large numbers 
of students who pass college level courses (IB and AP), score 
highly on state examinations, and earn high-profile recognition for 
excellence. Finland’s students rank at the top of international 
comparisons of academic achievement. 
 
Each system also recognized that detracking is far more than a 
technical reform, in which students are regrouped and given new 
curricula—the professional development of teachers has been a 
key part of each process. Both South Side and the Preuss School 
use the collegial, lesson study process in which teachers design, 
watch and critique lessons in order to create the most effective 
lessons for all learners.63

 

 The Preuss School engages in weekly 
staff development, while South Side uses both after-school and 
during-school workshops to sustain such support. 
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Similarly, when the Finnish reform began, policymakers 
recognized that if the two-track system were to be abandoned and 
reforms instituted, teachers would need extensive professional 
development. Finnish teachers agreed to increases in training and 
to a mentorship program designed to help them adapt to the new 
school culture and to bridge the gap between college preparatory 
and the former vocational track instruction. Extensive national 
reforms in teacher preparation and development continued for 
decades as school reform proceeded.64

 

 In all three cases, staff 
development efforts were consistent and sustained. 

Finally, reformers were willing to take on the political and special 
interest forces that sought to maintain the status quo. In Rockville 
Centre, the decision to detrack and accelerate the learning of all 
students met resistance from some middle-school teachers during 
the first years of implementation, while resistance to reform at the 
high school level came primarily from the parents of some high-
tracked students as well as the parents of some special education 
students. The district continuously monitored implementation and 
used data to reassure parents as the reforms proceeded. Leaders 
listened carefully to legitimate concerns and built in structures, 
such as extension activities and support classes, to address them.65

 

 
Heterogeneous grouping was eased in over time so that each child 
would be prepared for a more rigorous curriculum. Combined with 
this responsiveness and flexibility, however, was an insistence on 
the fundamental structure of rigorous, engaging, heterogeneous 
classes through Grade 10, plus full access to the International 
Baccalaureate program in Grades 11 and 12. 

For the Preuss School, the political battles occurred when the 
school was first proposed. In 1996, Cecil Lytle, the UCSD provost, 
argued in favor of a charter school on the campus that would be 
designed to serve disadvantaged teenagers from the greater San 
Diego community. He said that this would be an effective way to 
prepare students for UCSD and other selective colleges and thus to 
increase diversity without prohibited forms of affirmative action.66

 

 
The conflict that arose among the faculty centered on whether the 
university’s mission called for an exclusive focus on research 
productivity and on educating California’s best-prepared students, 
or whether that mission imposed an obligation—ethical or 
practical—to help address “pipeline” issues within the K-12 
educational system. As in other detracking battles, the lines were 
drawn between the proponents of meritocracy, couched as 
excellence, and those of equity. In the end—after community 
pressure, debate, compromise and an offer of private funding—the 
Preuss School began on the campus and has achieved both 
excellence and equity. 
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In Finland, political pressure still arises from critics who do not 
believe that the school system does enough for its brightest or most 
prepared students.67

 

 However, the country’s core values and 
commitment to equality of opportunity for all have sustained the 
system. Its excellent results on the PISA examinations have 
reinforced the success of the reforms. In many ways, the Finnish 
example provides the best guidance for how political leadership 
can promote large-scale detracking, through a change in national 
goals, policy, and supports. 

 
Questions for Further Study 

The commonalities of these three detracked systems—high-quality 
curriculum and expectations, a commitment to equity, sustained 
staff development and student support, and a drive to overcome 
political obstacles—are clear and apparent. However, there is still 
a real need for research to further identify factors that facilitate a 
successful reform that results in all students studying a school’s 
most challenging curriculum in heterogeneous classes. Future 
studies might focus on leadership and resources, as well as other 
potentially critical components. 
 
Finland’s success in particular should spark reforms and research 
regarding national or state-level policies that can drive education 
combining equity and excellence and that reflect a strong 
commitment to larger opportunity-to-learn issues, such as 
providing health care and good nutrition for all youth. Finland’s 
success has come from a comprehensive system designed to 
provide equal educational opportunities for all students, with no 
curricular stratification before age 16 and with unified curricular 
goals and a commitment to excellent teaching. Although high 
achievement is an evident outcome, schools focus not on annual 
standardized testing but instead on ensuring that all students have 
strong opportunities to learn. 
 
Although we believe that a great deal can be learned from such 
ongoing inquiry, this does not detract from the policy imperatives 
arising from the existing research base: schools should abandon 
tracking. While additional insights will likely improve the speed 
and success of detracking efforts, reform should not wait. 
 

 
Instituting Reform: Recommendations 

Detracking reforms can improve both equity and achievement 
throughout a school or system. As summarized above, research has 
incontrovertibly demonstrated that tracking has negative effects, 
and a growing body of research has established detracking to be 
possible and productive. Using lessons from research on 
heterogeneous grouping, educators can knowledgeably pursue 
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reform, policymakers can promote reform, and researchers can 
study new efforts, increasing the knowledge base and assisting 
school leaders. Our primary recommendation, therefore, is as 
follows: 
 
1. Eliminate Curricular Pathways that Stratify Students  
 
States should eliminate all curricular pathways that have the clear 
effect of stratifying students by race, socio-economic status, or 
assumptions regarding learning potential. That is, we recommend 
the elimination of tracking. Given the alternative of successful, 
heterogeneous classrooms, there exists no sound reason to 
maintain tracking structures that clearly deny equal educational 
opportunities. 
 
Prior to such a statewide prohibition, we recommend that states 
work with district-level and school-level educators to pursue the 
seven policy strategies listed below68

 

 to transform their schools 
into optimal learning environments where all students have access 
to challenging curriculum, facilitated through the phased 
elimination of curricular stratification. These recommendations 
focus first on the state level and then move to the local level. 

2. Require Schools and Districts to Identify and Describe 
Tracks and to Communicate Placement Policies 

 
States should require schools and districts to identify all tracks, 
describe their composition by racial and socio-economic groups, as 
well as disability status, and communicate student placement 
policies to both state departments of education and the community 
that they serve. At both the state and local level, the resulting data 
should be analyzed to determine what, if any, inequities and 
variance in opportunities are attributable to tracking. 
 
Well-meaning educators have often tracked students in a 
misguided attempt to meet the perceived needs of different 
populations. We recommend state-level policies that prompt 
teachers and school administrators to step back from the easy 
acceptance of past practices and to carefully examine and question 
any stratification within their schools. Where such stratification is 
identified, educators should be expected to determine the role that 
tracking plays. Educators should also be expected to identify to 
what extent curricular stratification in lower grades is limiting 
students’ opportunities for choices in high school, and how high 
school tracking may limit opportunities for higher education. 
Finally, schools should be asked to closely examine student 
transcripts to understand the trajectory of tracking, questioning 
whether students are more often leveled down rather than up.69 
Simply put, what are the patterns and effects of curricular 
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stratification at the school, and how do those patterns affect 
different groups of students? 
 
Such a careful review of the unintended consequences of curricular 
stratification can begin a more objective discussion of the policy’s 
effects. In addition, the disaggregation and exploration of data 
would allow schools, districts and state education departments to 
examine the consequences of tracking policies, both intended and 
unintended. 
 
3. Connect Educators and Researchers to Promulgate Best 

Practices 
 
States, with the assistance of universities, should establish an 
organized network that connects educators, who are in the process 
of moving toward heterogeneous grouping, with each other and 
with researchers, in order to promulgate best practices and 
strategies. 
 
As discussed above, when the inequities resulting from curricular 
stratification were first documented in the 1980s, reform efforts 
were met with stiff resistance. The parents of high-track students 
rallied and stopped reform in its early stages. Since that time, 
additional research has supported earlier findings, and the literature 
now includes case studies of schools and systems that have 
successfully detracked without lessening the learning of high 
achievers. This is potentially powerful information. 
 
In addition, teachers and school leaders undertaking detracking 
need support and ongoing advice. The strenuous political 
resistance and normative dissonance that often accompany this 
reform are well-known and well-documented.70

 

 An organized 
network could provide reforming schools with the most recent 
research on grouping practices as well as the strategies that schools 
have used to reduce or eliminate tracking. Schools in this network 
could also provide the research community with study sites from 
which to learn, in order to further the knowledge of the educational 
community. 

4. Communicate to the Public the Rationale for Eliminating 
Stratification 
 

Policymakers, at both the state and local level, should clearly 
communicate to the public the rationale for eliminating curricular 
stratification. It is important that parents have a clear 
understanding of the research on tracking and detracking and these 
policies’ effects on student opportunities and achievement. 
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Families should understand that low-track classes serve no 
legitimate educational purpose and that their elimination 
substantially improves the education and life chances for low-
tracked children. Parents must also be reassured that the school 
will provide the support and teaching strategies needed to help 
their child be successful in more challenging and heterogeneous 
classes. 
 
We also recommend the publication and communication of clear 
policy statements by state and district educational leaders. The 
groundwork for this has already been prepared. In its 1999 report, 
entitled High stakes: Testing for tracking, promotion, and 
graduation, the National Research Council71 (NRC) identified 
low-track classes as having an especially deleterious effect on 
learning, since such classes are “typically characterized by an 
exclusive focus on basic skills, low expectations, and the least 
qualified teachers.” The preponderance of research regarding low-
track classes was, according to the report, overwhelmingly 
negative, leading to the Council’s recommendation that students 
not be placed in them. Additional reports and research have since 
confirmed those conclusions, including a new report by the NRC, 
working with the Institute of Medicine.72

 
 

5. Phase Out Curricular Stratification, Starting with the 
Lowest Track 
 

Research has demonstrated that detracking is far more than a 
redistribution of students between classrooms. Tracking is 
associated with varied curricula, pedagogy and classroom 
cultures,73 as well as inequitable access to effective teachers.74

 

 
Each of these must be addressed in a detracking reform. 

Recommendation 5.1 
Phase out low-track classes where they begin. The phase-out of 
low-track classes should allow those students leaving those classes 
to realize success in a more challenging environment. One strategy 
is to eliminate tracking where it begins in the system—often in 
middle school—for one cohort of students, each year eliminating 
tracking at the next grade level. This was the strategy used by the 
Rockville Centre School District.75

 

 Another strategy would 
eliminate tracking at multiple grade levels while providing strong 
student supports. We recommend that schools using this approach 
begin with subject areas such as English and social studies, in 
which learning is not based on the sequential acquisition of skill 
and knowledge. 

Recommendation 5.2 
 Take care to ensure rigor; provide all students with access to the 
best curriculum and teaching. As low-track classes are phased out, 
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it is imperative that curricula in the remaining heterogeneous 
classes not be watered down. While instructional strategies should 
be differentiated to accommodate a more heterogeneous group of 
learners, learning goals should be high for all students. 
 
Recommendation 5.3 
Continue the phase-out until all stratification is eliminated. The 
gradual process recommended here presents two key risks that 
should be consciously avoided. First, reforming too slowly can 
extend inequitable and dysfunctional low-track classes long into 
the future. Second, if reforms end after only reducing the number 
of tracks, rather than eliminating tracking, the remaining lower-
tracked classes are likely to exhibit the same educational 
disadvantages as the former lower-tracked classes. In the three 
exemplars discussed above, students benefited most from a single 
challenging level of instruction. 
 
Recommendation 5.4 
Make the high-track curriculum the default curriculum. If reform 
is to serve the needs of all students, including high achievers, it is 
important that the school’s best curriculum become the default 
curriculum for all classes. If teachers simplify the curriculum, 
thereby eliminating rigor in order to “teach to the middle,” students 
will not realize the achievement gains of places like Rockville 
Centre and the Preuss School. While there is now ample evidence 
that heterogeneous strategies can succeed, success depends upon 
implementing differentiated instructional strategies to make the 
high-track curriculum accessible to all students.76

 
 

Recommendation 5.5 
Ensure that detracked classes are heterogeneously grouped. 
Certain offerings within the middle- and high-school schedule 
(special education classes, English language learner classes, or 
musical performance groups, for example) can result in an overall 
skewing of schedules, producing an imbalance among achievement 
groups in some classes. Counselors and school leaders must ensure 
that no such de facto tracking occurs, because maximum student 
benefit depends upon all classes containing a balance of low, 
average and high achievers. 
 
Recommendation 5.6 
Provide students with the supports needed to be successful in 
challenging classes. Educators recognize that students come to 
school with different academic preparation, parental support, 
talents, and confidence. Some students also have special needs or 
disabilities that impact their learning. If all students are to be 
successful in heterogeneous classes with enriched curricula, 
schools must level the playing field by providing needed 
supports—both within and outside of the regular classrooms. Such 
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supports would include teachers able and willing to provide 
lessons using alternative methods or modalities for varied learners, 
and appropriate accommodations being available to students with 
learning disabilities. As a rule, only students who have significant 
cognitive developmental delays or are otherwise severely disabled 
should receive separate academic instruction geared to life skill 
development, although even these students should be fully 
included in Grades K-5. 
 
Recommendation 5.7 
Schedule all students in heterogeneous classes that provide 
primary instruction; schedule any necessary supplemental 
instruction separately. As discussed above, Rockville Centre, the 
Preuss School and Finland provide instructional support to 
struggling students outside of their regularly scheduled, 
heterogeneous classes. These supplemental classes all focus on 
helping students succeed in their regular classes. It is important to 
schedule supplemental instruction separately because the 
alternative quickly becomes tracking; when regular and 
supplemental instruction are scheduled together and students are 
thereby enrolled by perceived ability in separate classes, the 
classes with extra support quickly devolve into typical, low-track 
classes. Double-period or two-year courses that replace, rather than 
supplement, regular high-level classes still segregate lower 
achievers and are simply another form of low-track classes. They 
are not equally effective and are not recommended. 
 
6. Allow Open Enrollment in Advanced Placement and 

International Baccalaureate Courses 
 
Recognizing the far-reaching advantages of taking challenging 
high school77 classes for which students may receive college 
credit, increasing numbers of students seek to enroll in Advanced 
Placement (AP) and International Baccalaureate (IB) courses.78 
Yet, despite widespread agreement about the importance of taking 
such courses in high school, student access to such classes remains 
uneven and inequitable.79

 

 High schools should afford all students 
the opportunity to take AP or IB courses, and schools should 
provide reasonable supports to help these students succeed. 

We also recognize that the trajectory to such courses begins long 
before the final years of high school. Concerned with unequal 
access to IB and AP courses, the National Research Council 
recommends that schools develop “a coherent plan” to increase the 
numbers of students who are prepared to take such courses, and 
that schools treat “all students as potential participants in grades 6-
10.”80

 

 As recommended above, this curriculum should be the 
default curriculum for all students. 
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7. Provide Sustained Professional Development so Teachers are 

Prepared to Successfully Instruct All Learners in 
Heterogeneous Classrooms 

 
Teachers may not have a broad range of experience with different 
types of learners, or they may have little background in such areas 
as constructivist learning theory and strategies for differentiated 
instruction. Professional development is likely to be key to 
providing teachers insight into how to tailor instructional strategies 
to meet the needs of diverse learners.81

 
 

Recommendation 7.1 
Allow teachers to work collegially to find and practice new 
strategies to differentiate instruction. Moving a faculty from 
teacher-centered lessons to constructivist, differentiated lessons is 
difficult because, among other reasons, teachers generally gravitate 
toward the methodology by which they were taught. However, 
both Rockville Centre and the Preuss School successfully used the 
lesson study model82

 

 to allow teachers to develop and practice new 
lessons in a non-threatening environment. When teachers are able 
to share their hesitations as well as their progress with colleagues, 
they are better able to understand and internalize instructional 
changes. It is important, however, that school leaders also engage 
in the process, in order to provide guidance and support. 

Recommendation 7.2 
Make staff development a long-term commitment. Sustained, 
ongoing professional learning that gives teachers access to 
modeling and engages them in solving curricular and instructional 
problems provides a firm foundation for redesigned and improved 
instruction.83

 

 Schools cannot expect teachers to unlearn the 
practices and experiences of a lifetime overnight. In addition, a 
long-term commitment to staff development that supports 
detracking sends a signal that the reform is not a fad, but a serious 
transformation to which the school will dedicate itself. 

8. Listen to All Parents, Including Those who Don’t Speak Out 
 
District and school leaders should listen to parents as they express 
concerns about the reform, but they must be careful that the voices 
of all parents are heard, including those who do not regularly show 
up at school board meetings or in district and school administrative 
offices.84

  

 We recommend that districts pursuing reform 
institutionalize ways to ensure that policymakers hear from a 
cross-section of community voices and concerns. 
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Conclusion 

The case studies presented above are not offered as part of a ‘no 
excuses’ argument. In fact, the educational leaders in the three 
systems described in this brief understood that children’s socio-
economic and home environments do impact their learning. 
Parental education, neighborhood safety, family income, access to 
health care, pre-school opportunities and even parenting styles are 
some of the factors that affect student achievement.85

 

 These 
leaders also did not discount the effects of learning disabilities or 
natural differences in processing and retention, commonly referred 
to as “ability.” Indeed, the support programs provided in these 
schools seek to address those differences—whether they result 
from nature, nurture or both. However, these educational leaders 
showed that they also strongly believe that formal schooling 
opportunities, coupled with the effort of the student, can 
profoundly affect student success. 

By refusing to resort to curricular stratification as a way to respond 
to student differences, these leaders rejected a path known to 
exacerbate the societal or natural disadvantages suffered by many 
children. As Jeannie Oakes aptly observes about lower-track 
classes, “It does not take a giant leap of logic to conclude that 
children who are exposed to less quantity and quality of curricular 
content and classroom instruction will not have their academic 
achievement enhanced.”86 The educational leaders of 
heterogeneously grouped schools realize that when students who 
experience difficulty are provided with an inferior curriculum, they 
are certain to fall farther behind. In contrast, high-quality detracked 
schools such as those described in this brief give all students 
access to the best curriculum and academic supports. These 
schools hold clear lessons for leaders of other schools, where 
students are still stratified into tracks. Detracking provides a 
realistic and proven pathway to true excellence grounded in true 
equity. We offer the following model statutory code language as a 
resource for those state legislators wishing to implement our 
recommendations. 
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TO A QUALITY EDUCATION 
PROPOSED LEGISLATION FOR UNIVERSAL ACCESS 

 
 

A BILL FOR AN ACT 
 

--------------- 
 

AN ACT CONCERNING THE ELIMINATION OF CURRICULAR 
STRATIFICATION IN ALL PUBLIC SCHOOLS IN THE STATE. 

 
---------------- 

 
Be it enacted by the General Assembly of the State of ABC that 1 

Title XXX is amended to include a new Article 123, which reads as 2 
follows: 3 

 4 
ARTICLE 123 5 

ELIMINATION OF CURRICULAR STRATIFICATION 6 
 7 

Section 101.  Legislative Declaration and Findings. 8 
  9 

(a)  The General Assembly hereby finds, determines, and 10 
declares that: 11 

 12 
(1)   The State is committed to providing all students with 13 

a quality education that will prepare them to enter 14 
college, to obtain a living wage job, to be productive 15 
contributors to the economic growth of the State and 16 
nation, and to actively participate in civic life.     17 

 18 
(2)   For over twenty-five years, researchers have 19 

consistently documented the negative effects on 20 
student achievement of curricular stratification, also 21 
known as tracking or ability grouping. 22 

 23 
(3)   Nationally, and in this State, students from low-24 

income households and students with disabilities are 25 
disproportionately placed in low-track classes, as are 26 
African American, Latino, and Native American 27 
students. Racially and socio-economically stratified 28 
placement patterns cannot be accounted for by prior 29 
achievement alone and undoubtedly contribute to the 30 
State’s achievement gaps. 31 

 32 
(4)   Low-track classes are typically characterized by a 33 

strong focus on basic skills and low expectations. 34 
They also tend to be taught by a school’s least 35 
experienced teachers.   36 



Universal Access to a Quality Education                          Page 25 
 
 

(5)   The policy and practice of curricular stratification 1 
undermines our public schools’ capacity to prepare 2 
our children for a 21st century college education and 3 
a 21st century workforce. 4 

 5 
(6)   Successful reform of curricular stratification has 6 

been proven to improve equity and achievement for 7 
all students in a school system, including the most 8 
accomplished students. 9 

 10 
(7)  There are few, if any, additional costs associated with 11 

movement away from curricular stratification and 12 
toward heterogeneous grouping tied to a high-quality 13 
curriculum. Although schools may need to allocate 14 
resources differently, such as replacing small 15 
remedial classes with support services, or changing 16 
the focus of professional development activities, 17 
schools may even experience cost savings because 18 
many high- and low-track classes typically have 19 
lower enrollment. The equalization of class 20 
enrollment may result in fewer overall classes being 21 
offered. 22 

 23 
(8)   It is the intent and purpose of the General Assembly 24 

in enacting this Article that curricular stratification be 25 
eliminated for all public school students in grades K-26 
10, except those exempt pursuant to the definition in 27 
Section 102(b) below, within six years and that 28 
access to challenging curricula be broadly available 29 
rather than restricted to a sub-group of accomplished 30 
students. 31 

 32 
Section 102.  Definitions.  33 

 34 
(a) “Academic class” means a class in a core academic 35 

subject and does not include elective classes, such as 36 
music, art, or gym. 37 

 38 
(b) “Advanced Placement” or “AP” refers to rigorous, college 39 

level courses offered in high school that meet the 40 
standards of the College Board, headquartered in 41 
Princeton, New Jersey. 42 

 43 
(c) “All students” and “all public school students” includes 44 

everyone except students with identified disabilities 45 
whose IEP team has determined that a more restrictive 46 
environment, such as a self-contained classroom, is 47 
appropriate. 48 
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(d) “Curricular stratification” means the practice of enrolling 1 

students into classes with curricula stratified from least to 2 
most challenging. This applies to prescribed systems, 3 
where enrollment in stratification classes is determined by 4 
school administrators using objective or subjective 5 
criteria, as well as to choice-based systems, where 6 
students and parents are allowed to choose among classes 7 
of different levels within a stratified system. 8 

 9 
(e) “Exempt school” means a school that certifies to its 10 

school district and the state education department, within 11 
30 days of the effective date of this Act, that it does not 12 
engage in curricular stratification in any of its classes or 13 
courses in grades K-10. 14 

 15 
(f) “Exempt school district” means a school district that 16 

certifies to the state education department, within 30 days 17 
of the effective date of this Act, that none of its public 18 
schools engage in curricular stratification in any of its 19 
classes or courses in grades K-10. 20 

 21 
(g) “Heterogeneous classes” are those that are created 22 

deliberately and conscientiously to ensure that they 23 
include low, average, and high achieving students. 24 
Heterogeneous classrooms within a given school should 25 
approximate one another in their enrollment of low, 26 
average, and high achieving students. 27 

 28 
(h) “Heterogeneous grouping reform” means the process of 29 

reducing and then eliminating curricular stratification in 30 
all public schools and providing the necessary supports 31 
for teachers and students to further academic success in 32 
the resulting heterogeneous classes tied to a high-quality, 33 
challenging curriculum. 34 

 35 
(i) “IEP team” means the group of people responsible for 36 

developing, reviewing, and revising the Individualized 37 
Education Program (IEP) for a student with a disability, 38 
pursuant to the Individuals with Disabilities Education 39 
Improvement Act of 2004 and subsequent 40 
reauthorizations of that law (IDEA). 41 

 42 
(j) “International Baccalaureate” or “IB” refers to rigorous, 43 

college level courses offered in high school that meet the 44 
standards of the International Baccalaureate Organization, 45 
headquartered in Geneva, Switzerland. 46 

 47 
(k) “Public school” means any school, except those “exempt” 48 

pursuant to the definition in Section 102(d) above, that 49 
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receives at least half of its funding either directly or 1 
indirectly through tax revenues or other public funding.  2 

 3 
(l) “Public school district” or “school district” means any 4 

school district in the State except those “exempt” pursuant 5 
to the definition in Section 102(e) above. 6 

 7 
(m) “State education department” means the primary 8 

department of state government responsible for K-12 9 
education. 10 

 11 
(n) “Within [x number] of year[s] of the effective date” 12 

means the first day of the school year that occurs 13 
after that number of years has elapsed since the 14 
effective date of the Act.  For example, if the 15 
effective date is March 20, 2010, “within one year 16 
of the effective date” would mean a deadline of the 17 
first day of the 2011-12 school year and “within two 18 
years of the effective date” would mean a deadline 19 
of the first day of the 2012-13 school year. 20 

 21 
Section 103.  Identification of Current Curricular 22 

Stratification Practices. 23 
 24 

(a) Within 90 days of the effective date of this Act, each 25 
public school in the State must, at a minimum, do the 26 
following: 27 

 28 
(1) identify all existing tracks within the school, 29 

including sequential mathematics classes; 30 
 31 

(2) identify all student placement policies, setting 32 
forth whatever criteria are used for placement 33 
decisions;  34 
 35 

(3) generate a statistical analysis of the composition 36 
of courses at all levels within a stratified system, 37 
by race, ethnicity, socio-economic status, and 38 
disability; and 39 

 40 
(4) study and identify the extent to which curricular 41 

stratification, including course pre-requisites, is 42 
limiting students’ subsequent course opportunities 43 
by looking at, among other things, the likelihood 44 
that students with disabilities and students from 45 
different racial, ethnic and socio-economic groups 46 
will move from lower to higher levels.  47 

48 
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(b) Within 150 days of the effective date of this Act, each 1 

school district in the State must collect and aggregate 2 
from each of the public schools within its jurisdiction the 3 
data and analyses required by Sections 103(a)(1)-(4) 4 
above. Each school district shall analyze this information 5 
on a district-wide basis.  6 

 7 
(c) Within 180 days of the effective date of this Act, each 8 

school district in the State must submit to the state 9 
education department a description of the student 10 
placement policies in each of the district’s public schools, 11 
a description of any district-wide placement policies, and 12 
a copy of the report generated in compliance with Section 13 
103(b) above. Each school district must additionally post 14 
the information submitted to the state education 15 
department on its website. 16 

 17 
(d) Within 210 days of the effective date of this Act, each 18 

school district in the State shall notify by U.S. mail the 19 
parent(s) or guardian(s) of each of the students in the 20 
district that information regarding district-wide and 21 
individual school placement policies and a report 22 
analyzing the effect of those policies is available on its 23 
website and provide the web address. Each district shall 24 
also inform parents that a hard copy will be provided, 25 
upon request.   26 

 27 
(e) Within 270 days of the effective date of this Act, the state 28 

education department must review and analyze all of the 29 
student placement information provided to it by the 30 
school districts in the State, pursuant to Section 103(c) 31 
above, and produce a report regarding the prevalence and 32 
effects of curricular stratification in the State. A copy of 33 
the report shall be sent to each school district and made 34 
available to the general public on the state education 35 
department’s website. 36 

 37 
Section 104.  Elimination of Curricular Stratification in All 38 

Public Schools in the State.  39 
 40 
(a) Phased Elimination of Curricular Stratification through 41 

10th Grade  42 
 43 

(1) Within one year of the effective date of this Act, 44 
each public school in the State shall develop a 45 
plan to eliminate all curricular stratification in the 46 
school within six years of the effective date of this 47 
Act. The plan should, at a minimum: 48 

49 
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(i) identify and describe the existing levels of 1 
the courses in the school’s stratified 2 
system; 3 

 4 
(ii) set forth a schedule for phased elimination 5 

of existing 6 
curricular stratification, such that all 7 
stratification in grades K-5 is eliminated 8 
within three years of the effective date of 9 
this Act and all stratification in grades 6-10 
10, subject to the exception in Section 11 
104(a)(4) below, is eliminated within six 12 
years of the effective date of this Act, with 13 
substantial progress made in each year; and 14 

 15 
(iii) specify how the school will attempt to 16 

increase the number of students who will 17 
enter 11th grade prepared to take honors, 18 
AP, and IB classes.  19 

 20 
(2) Within one year of the effective date of this Act, 21 

all public schools in the State must remove all 22 
restrictions on enrollment into higher tracks for 23 
students who voluntarily choose to be enrolled in 24 
those classes. 25 

 26 
(3) Within three years of the effective date of this Act, 27 

all curricular stratification in grades K-5 must be 28 
eliminated in the State. If heterogeneous grouping 29 
reform is done in phases within the three years, 30 
priority should be given to the elimination of the 31 
lowest tracks. 32 

 33 
(4) Within six years of the effective date of this Act, 34 

all curricular stratification in grades 6-10 must be 35 
eliminated, except for AP classes offered in those 36 
grades so long as they are open to all students who 37 
wish to enroll. If heterogeneous grouping reform 38 
is done in phases within the six years, priority 39 
should be given to the elimination of the lowest 40 
tracks. 41 

 42 
(5) For each student with an IEP pursuant to the 43 

IDEA, who is currently placed in a restrictive 44 
setting such as a self-contained class, the IEP team 45 
must revisit, at the student’s annual review, 46 
whether placement in an inclusive, heterogeneous 47 
setting would be appropriate for the student given 48 
the availability of supplementary support services 49 
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and additional professional development activities 1 
required by this Act. 2 
 3 

(6) Each school district in the State is responsible for 4 
assuring all of its public schools fully implement 5 
their heterogeneous grouping reform plans, 6 
developed pursuant to Section 104(a)(1) above, 7 
within six years of the effective date of this Act, 8 
with substantial progress made in each year. 9 

  10 
 (b) Universal Access to Excellent Curricula 11 
 12 

(1) The curricula in all heterogeneously grouped 13 
classes should be challenging and prepare students 14 
for college and the work force, as did the curricula 15 
formerly reserved for high-tracked classes.  16 

 17 
(2) All public schools in the State must provide 18 

supplementary academic support services, as set 19 
forth in Section 104(c) below, so that all students 20 
can meaningfully access challenging curricula. 21 

 22 
(3) Within six years of the effective date of this Act, 23 

each public school in the State must ensure that all 24 
of its students have access to a sequence of 25 
courses that will prepare and qualify them for 26 
entry into the State’s most competitive public 27 
universities, if they so choose, and the workforce. 28 

 29 
(c) Supplementary Academic Support Services 30 

 31 
(1) All public school students shall be provided access 32 

to supplementary academic support services in 33 
addition to their regularly scheduled, 34 
heterogeneous classes. These support services 35 
should focus on helping students succeed in their 36 
regular classes and provide a meaningful 37 
opportunity for them to access challenging, 38 
college-preparatory curricula. 39 

 40 
(2) Students whose test scores are below the State’s 41 

proficiency standards in a particular subject or 42 
whose average grade in an academic class is an F 43 
(or the equivalent) must receive supplementary 44 
academic support services offered outside of, and 45 
in addition to, their regular, heterogeneous classes. 46 
These support services shall also be made 47 
available for students at the D or equivalent grade 48 
level, although not mandated. 49 
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(3) Available supplementary academic support 1 
services may include the following, as deemed 2 
appropriate by district and school educators: one-3 
to-one tutoring, small group instruction, study 4 
groups, pre- and post-review of class materials, 5 
and/or supervised computer-based instruction.  6 
Such services may occur during and/or outside the 7 
regular school day. 8 

   9 
(4) The teacher of a heterogeneous class in which a 10 

student’s test scores are below the State’s 11 
proficiency standards or whose average grade is 12 
an F (or the equivalent) shall convene a meeting 13 
with the student and his/her parent(s) or 14 
guardian(s) to discuss available supplementary 15 
academic support services and strategies both in 16 
school and at home to accelerate the student’s 17 
progress in the class.  18 

   19 
(5) If a student needing supplementary academic 20 

support services, pursuant to Section 104(c)(2), 21 
has an identified disability, the appropriate 22 
accommodation(s) should be determined by the 23 
IEP team. 24 

 25 
(d) Professional Development  26 

 27 
(1) Throughout the period of phased elimination of 28 

curricular stratification and in all subsequent 29 
years, each public school district in the State must 30 
offer all of its teachers professional development 31 
designed to provide them with the skills and 32 
strategies needed to successfully teach all types of 33 
learners in heterogeneous classes tied to high-34 
quality, challenging curriculum. 35 

 36 
(2) Within 270 days of the effective date of this Act, 37 

each school district must submit to the state 38 
education department a written description of the 39 
professional development activities it will 40 
undertake to meet the goals set forth in Section 41 
104(d)(1) above. 42 

 43 
(3) Professional development activities may include 44 

strategies for cooperative learning, inclusion and 45 
co-teaching, differentiated instruction, responding 46 
to multiple intelligences, and providing support 47 
and enrichment within the curriculum. 48 

49 
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(e) State Clearinghouse on Heterogeneous Grouping Reform 1 

 2 
(1) Within 90 days of the effective date of this Act, 3 

the state education department must create a 4 
clearinghouse of information on heterogeneous 5 
grouping reform to be housed at a state university. 6 
The goal of the clearinghouse is to connect 7 
educators and researchers in order to promote best 8 
practices for heterogeneous grouping reform. 9 

 10 
(2) The clearinghouse will maintain lists of schools 11 

and/or school districts in the State and throughout 12 
the country that have successfully heterogeneously 13 
grouped classes and/or programs and are willing 14 
to serve as study sites. 15 

  16 
(f) Monitoring and Evaluation 17 

 18 
(1) Within 120 days of a grade level being 19 

heterogeneously grouped, each public school in 20 
the State must analyze the breakdown of the 21 
students in each academic class at that grade level 22 
that was previously stratified in order to ensure 23 
heterogeneity of students in terms of race, 24 
ethnicity, socio-economic status, and disability. 25 

 26 
(2) Within three years of the effective date of this Act 27 

and in all subsequent years, each public school in 28 
the State must bi-annually monitor and analyze all 29 
heterogeneously grouped classes to ensure the 30 
classes contain a balance of low, average, and high 31 
achievers 32 

 33 
(3) If a public school discovers though its monitoring 34 

and analysis that classes are not heterogeneous in 35 
terms of students’ race, ethnicity, socio-economic 36 
status, disability, or academic achievement level, 37 
it must create a plan to address these issues within 38 
45 days of completion of its monitoring and 39 
submit that plan, as well as the results of the next 40 
monitoring cycle, to the school district for review.  41 

 42 
(4) Within three years of the effective date of this Act 43 

and continuing until eight years after the effective 44 
date of this Act, the state education department 45 
must appoint an evaluator to conduct annual 46 
evaluations of the progress and outcomes of the 47 
heterogeneous grouping reform in the State. The 48 
annual reports must be made available to each 49 
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school district and posted on the state education 1 
department’s website. 2 

 3 
(g) Enforcement  4 
 5 
 (1) Complaint Process 6 
 7 

(i) Complaints against individual schools 8 
 9 
(a) If, at any time, a parent or guardian 10 

of a student, a teacher, a school 11 
administrator, or any other person 12 
feels a school is not timely 13 
complying with the requirements of 14 
this Act, he/she may file a 15 
complaint with the school district 16 
on a standard form generated by the 17 
state education department and 18 
supplied to the complainant by the 19 
district. A copy of the complaint 20 
must be sent by the district to the 21 
state education department. 22 

 23 
(b) Within 45 days of the filing of a 24 

complaint, pursuant to Section 25 
104(g)(1)(i)(1) of this Act, the 26 
school district must investigate the 27 
complaint and produce a report 28 
with its findings. A copy of the 29 
report must be sent to the school, 30 
the complainant, and the state 31 
education department. 32 

 33 
(c) If the school district finds the 34 

school is not in compliance with 35 
the requirements of this Act, the 36 
school district must convene a 37 
meeting with the school official(s) 38 
responsible for compliance, within 39 
60 days of the filing of the 40 
complaint, to develop a plan to 41 
achieve timely compliance. 42 

 43 
(d) The school district shall monitor 44 

the implementation of the plan, 45 
created pursuant to Section 46 
104(g)(1)(i)(c) above, to assure that 47 
the school complies with the 48 
requirements of this Act. 49 
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  (ii) Complaints against school districts 1 
 2 

(a) If, at any time, a parent or guardian 3 
of a student, a teacher, a school 4 
administrator, or any other person 5 
feels a school district is not timely 6 
complying with the requirements of 7 
this Act, he/she may file a 8 
complaint with the state education 9 
department on a standard form to 10 
be supplied to the complainant by 11 
the state education department. 12 

 13 
(b) Within 45 days of the filing of a 14 

complaint, pursuant to Section 15 
104(g)(1)(ii)(a) of this Act, the 16 
state education department must 17 
investigate the complaint and 18 
produce a report with its findings. 19 
A copy of the report must be sent to 20 
the school district and the 21 
complainant. 22 

 23 
(c) If the state education department 24 

finds the school district is not in 25 
compliance with the requirements 26 
of this Act, the state education 27 
department must convene a 28 
meeting with the school district 29 
official(s) responsible for 30 
compliance, within 60 days of the 31 
filing of the complaint, to develop a 32 
plan to achieve timely compliance. 33 

 34 
(d) The state education department 35 

shall monitor the implementation of 36 
the plan, created pursuant to 37 
Section 104(g)(1)(ii)(c) above, to 38 
assure that the school district 39 
complies with the requirements of 40 
this Act. 41 

 42 
(2) If a school district learns through some avenue, 43 

other than a complaint pursuant to Section 44 
104(g)(1) of this Act, that one of its schools is not 45 
timely complying with the requirements of this 46 
Act, it shall convene a meeting with the school 47 
official(s) responsible for compliance within 15 48 
days to develop a plan to achieve timely 49 
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compliance. The school district shall monitor the 1 
implementation of the plan for as long as the plan 2 
is in effect. 3 

 4 
(3) If the state education department learns through 5 

some avenue, other than a complaint pursuant to 6 
Section 104(g)(1) of this Act, that a school district 7 
in the State is not timely complying with the 8 
requirements of this Act, it shall convene a 9 
meeting with the school district official(s) 10 
responsible for compliance within 15 days to 11 
develop a plan to achieve timely compliance. The 12 
state education department shall monitor the 13 
implementation of the plan for as long as the plan 14 
is in effect. 15 

 16 
(4) Exempt schools and districts 17 

 18 
(i) If a school district receives notice or 19 

information such that it reasonably 20 
believes that one of its public schools 21 
engages in curricular stratification in any 22 
of its classes or courses in grades K-10, 23 
although the school had certified that it 24 
does not to the district and the state 25 
education department, the school district 26 
shall conduct an audit of the school within 27 
30 days. If the school district finds the 28 
school does in fact engage in curricular 29 
stratification, the school will be required to 30 
comply with all requirements of this Act 31 
and will no longer be considered 32 
“exempt”. 33 

 34 
(ii) If the state education department receives 35 

notice or information such that it 36 
reasonably believes that a school district in 37 
the State has at least one school within its 38 
jurisdiction that engages in curricular 39 
stratification in any of its classes or 40 
courses in grades K-10, although the 41 
district had certified that it does not to the 42 
state education department, the state 43 
education department shall conduct an 44 
audit of the school district within 30 days. 45 
If the state education department finds the 46 
school district does in fact have a policy or 47 
practice of curricular stratification, the 48 
school district will be required to comply 49 
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with all requirements of this Act and will 1 
no longer be considered “exempt”. 2 

 3 
(5) Each school district is responsible for assuring that 4 

all public schools within its jurisdiction comply 5 
with all requirements of this Act. 6 

 7 
(6) The state education department is responsible for 8 

assuring that all school districts in the State 9 
comply with all requirements of this Act. 10 

 11 
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