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INTRODUCTION In this article | will ague that ... the school-
_ _ performance gap persists because the forces of
| 'have heard both white and blagknericans racial stratification that created the gap in the first

on several occasions ask: 1) why racial inequalifface continue to maintain it to some degree....
persists and 2) why blagdimericans continue to lag

in school performance and educational attainment
after all the improvements in race relations sin
1960.They point to new employment opportunitiei(‘j“DUCATIOI\IAL CONSEQUENCES
in the private and public sectors for blacks wWOF RACIAL STRATIFICATION
have a good education, and to the growing number

of middle-class black3he belief that filingshould :

be diffeent nowbecause of improved opportunityC|aSSAn"inS|SOf School-

structure can be seen in the number of black ang’ formance Gap

white social scientists asserting that social class, ) o o

rather than race, is now the important factor deter As in the case of racial inequality in general,
mining the life chances of blagkmericans! They the preferred mode of analysis of the educational
further ague that the emgence of an “underclass”9ap between blacks and whites is clsalhile
phenomenon is the reason for the current problef§§€archers may treat race as one “variable,” there is
lacing blacks in education, employment, housinﬂf_ua”y no reference to racial stratification. Indeed,
and the likeThe shift from race to class explanatiofis concept does not appear in the index of some of
of the economic, educational, and social profhe most influential books on public policies and
lems is attractive to both whitemericans and Programs in minority education since the 1960s.
middle-class blaclAmericans. For the whiles ) _ _

it is compatible with their model of the United =~ We can identify two forms of class analysis
States as a society stratified by class. For-migorresponding to the non-Marxist and Marxist-con
dle-class blacks it gives a sense of achieveepts of class stratlflcatlo_n respe_ctlvely: correlation
ment and reinforces their eagerness to- digl and cultural reproduction/resistance analyses. In
tance themselvesom those who have not madeorrelational analysis social class is equated with
it or cannot make it. In the past the pr0b|em W§§Cioecon0mic_ status (SES) Correlational anaIyStS
“racism” and was blamed on whites; today the proBPPear to believe that childrenschool success
lem is “poverty” and is blamed dhe underclas® depends on appropriate family background or attrib
closer examination of the situation indicates, howtes that can be correlated with school adjustment
ever that the changes in opportunity structure hag@d performance. Because middle-class children are
not gone far enough or lasted long enough to un@9re s_uccessful in sc_hool, these researchers assume
instrumental barrierS, let alone other ugmed bar that middle-class attributes are more CondUC“{e to
riers of racial stratification, and that class has n&ghool success than lowelass or underclass attrib
replaced race as the chief determinant of the Iifées .And since they classify most black children as
chances of blackmericans. belonging to the lower class, they attribute the lower
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school performance of black children to their loweed byWillis, working-class students fail in school
class or underclass backgrouhd. because they consciously or unconsciously reject
academic work as being fefminate (recognizing
One major dificulty with correlational studies manual labor as masculine and idedlhese stu
is that they cannot explain why black and whitgents repudiate school by forming a counterculture,
children from similar social-class backwhich eventually impedes their school success and
grounds perform differently in school their chances of getting high-status jobs after-leav
Correlational studies using black and white sampleg schoolWorking-class students are said to reject
show two things: 1) within the black sample, aschool knowledge because they do not believe that
within the white sample, middle-class children dthe kind of education they are receiving will solve
better in school and on standardized tests thantteir problem of subordinatidgh.The Willis study
lower-class children; 2) howevewhen black chil introduced “resistance” as a force of human agency
dren and white children from similar SFS are eonn the process of the reproduction of class ineguali
pared, black children at every class level do legsthrough schoolingAs Weis points out, this has
well than white childrert. That correlational studieshelped researchers shift their attention to the day-to-
cannot explain the gap in the school performancedsdy attitudes and behaviors or “lived culture” of stu
blacks and whites of similar social class is illustratients? It is precisely because of the introduction of
ed by the following study students and school personnel as human agents
actively involved in the process of cultural repro
This was a study of a southeastern suburbduction or resistance that this kind of study is-rele
elementary school located in an area where blagknt to the educational problems of racially strati
households had higher educational attainment, bid groups.
ter job status, and higher income than white house
holds; yet the school performance of black childrddowever although resistance theory goes some
lagged behind that of the whites. Specificaliythis way toward explaining the school failure of werk
suburban community about twice as many blagkg-class youths, it too has some problems when
adults as whites had college degrees and about applied to racial minorities. For example, in her
and one-half times as many blacks as white heltldy of black youths in Philadelphi/eis found a
managerial and professional jobs; black unemployaradox: Black youths accepted academic work and
ment was almost the same as white unemploymesthooling, but behaved in ways that ensured that
The average annual income of a black househdiiety would not, and did not, succed&Ueis recog
was about 39.1% higher than the average annoaled the dificulty of explaining black students’
income of a white household, afdifence of about behavior within the framework of social class and
$10,000 per household in favor of blacks. In terrmepeatedly referred to “racial struggle” in black
of class status, most black parents were of highfamerican history Nevertheless, she still ended up
socioeconomic status than white parentidl, Black explaining the school failure @flack youths within
children lagged behind their white peers in thihe framework of “class struggle,” saying that the
school district in academic achievemenhus, in problem ultimately arises from “the material condi
1980-1981, the 3rd-grade students at the elem&ans” of blacks®
tary school (80% black), scored at the 2.6 grade
equivalent level, or about the tenth percentile There are two problems with the Marxist class
nationally while the county or school district averanalysis. One is that by and dar Marxist
age was 3.1 in grade-level-equivalent score. In tresearchers avoid explaining the discrepancies in
same yearthe 5th-grade students at the elementatye school performance of children fromfeient
school scored at 4.7 grade equivalent level or aboatial/caste origins who belong to the same SES
the thirty-eighth percentile nationallwhereas the groupsAlternately they erroneously treat the lower
school district average was 322. school performance of dérent types of subordi
nate age groups as the result of resistance of an
The cultural reproduction/resistance school exploited working class. On the other hand,
usually associated with  Marxist-orientedhe cultural reproduction/resistance researchers are
researchers. One version, which points to sorsiéent about the school successAsian-American
resistance or opposition in the relationship betwewmrking-class students. On the whole, Marxist-ori
school culture and that of the students, suggesterded researchers do not have a satisfactory -expla
more useful approacls this theory is reformulat nation for the paradox of both high educational
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aspirations and lower school performance among strong evidence that it was closing the gap
black students. between black and white children in school-per
formancel4
Cross-cultural comparisons suggest that class
analyses do not shed much light on the educational Another educational consequence of racial
experiences of racial and caste-like minorities, nstratification is that even today the school-perform
only in the United &tes but also in Britain, Japanance gap is not limited to poor blacks living in the
and elsewher8A more satisfactory approach musinner cities.And it never wasAs | pointed out ear
take into account the unique features of the stratifiier, it is true that among blacks, as among whites,
cation systems that distinguish racial minoritiemiddle-class children do better than those from the
from social classes. lower class. But even this typewithin-group com
parison by social classhows some racial difr-
ence.The corelation between SES and academic
performance is not as sing among blacks as it is
among whitesk-or example, a study of some 4,000
School Performan(.:e high school graduates in California in 1975 found
Gap TranscendST'me that among blacks and Mexican-Americans, -chil
and Class Boundaries dren from afluent and well-educated families were
_ _ . _ not benefiting from their parentthievement. Like
An enduring educational gap is one major-coghildren from poorer families, the middle-class <hil
sequence of the racial stratification between blaclifen had dficulty achieving academic qualification
and whites. Howevem contemporary thinking thefor college admissio&S In their analysis of the
tendency is to discuss the academic problems 1&fg87 California statewide test results, Haycock and
black children as if they are the product of bladgavarro found that 8th-grade black children whose
underclass status, or inmgity environment, or parents had completed four or more years of college
both. The assumption is also that these are “neyit less well than other black children whose-par
problems” that emeged when the “better class” ofents had attended but not finished coll2§©f par
blacks moved out of the ghettS.A closer look at ticular note is that when blacks and whites come
the evidence suggests otherwitke historical and from similar SES background, at every level blacks

persistent nature of the lower school performancegnsistently perform lower than their white counter
black children is well reflected in two school meveparts17

ments: school desegegation and compensator

education. The performance of blacks on professional
_ examinations such as teacher certification exams
The school desegregation movement had jg&vides additional evidence that the problem is not
one of its goals the improvement of black schogbnfined to poor black&® | was once attending a
performance. Note, howevethat a few years professional meeting where there was an extensive
beforeBrown v Board of Educatiorseveral south discussion of a state-mandated test for licensing.
ern school districts began to publish the test scoi@any in attendance who had doctoral degrees said
of blacks and whites, and to use the lower tapfey failed the test several times and passed it only
scores of blacks to oppose school desegregdlionafter the norm was lowered for minorities. But as
In relatively afluent urban black communities, likewould be expected, when we began to discuss black
Durham, North Carolina, and relatively poor onesducational issues in general, my colleagues spoke
like Memphis, Tennessee, black students laggegs if the dificulty of passing academic and stan
behind their white peers; and in both cities desegiardized tests were limited to the black underclass.
gation was intended to close the performance gap. It
d_id not necessarily do & In the North the situa The problem of the school performance gap is
tion was no better= found among blacks who live infafent suburbs,
_ _ including such places aslexandria County
Compensatory education to improve the schoglrginia; Arlington County Virginia; Fairfax
performance of urban blr_:lcks began_ tnDuis in  County Virginia; Montgomery CountyMaryland;
1956 and was operating in Nétork City by 1959. and Prince Geges CountyMaryland. In my cur
By 1961 this intervention strategy had spread tent research in Oakland, California, black students
many other northern cities, even though there waskending the city elite high school, Skyline, have
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an average G¥of 1.92 and an average &Bf 1.62 vide extra funds for special programs to improve
in the courses required to get into the University afinority educational achievement.
California system.The comparable figures for
Chinese and white students in the same school are The other societal practice is denying blacks
2.97/2.74 and 2.74/2.48 respectivelyl need to equal reward with whites for their educational
add that many of the fhient school districts have accomplishments through a job ceiling and related
an impressive array of remedial programs intendbdrriers.... This probably historically discouraged
to close the gap in the school achievement. blacks from developing “&rt optimism” in the
pursuit of education. It may also have forced some
There are three worrisome features of bladck seek self-advancement through nonacademic
school performance. First, while all minorities magoutes.
start lower than their white peers in the early grades,
Asian students improve and even surpass their The second way that racial stratification enters
white peers eventually; (or black students, on tiv@o black education lies in the way black students
other hand, the progression is in the opposite direce perceived and treated in the specific schools
tion: The gap widens between them and their whitkey attendThese treatments include tracking, test
peers in subsequent ye&f.Second, of all sub ing and misclassification, representation or nonrep
groups that | have studied, black males fare thesentation in textbooks and curriculum. Cultural,
worst. Third, not only are the average black AGPlinguistic, and intellectual denigration is also part of
and other test scores lower than those of thelwe problem. | have described elsewhere the within-
white counterparts, but black students are often dé&shool treatment of black children in the schools |
proportionately underrepresented in courses tlsitidied in $ckton, California, and how such treat
would enhance their chances of pursuing higherent afected their and performan&g&.One inct
educatiorg® dent will illustrate how the perception and treatment
may result in an unequal educational outcome. In
early 1969 | discovered with some neighborhood
people that 1st-grade children in the neighborhood
) S elementary school had not started to learn to read
How Racial Stratification Enters the book designated for that grade. On inquiry we
into Black Education were informed that the childrenperformance on
the “reading-readiness test” showed that they were
The school-performance gap was created bgt yet ready to read; they might be ready to read in
forces of racial stratification: white treatment ofMarch. On the other hand, 1st-grade children in the
blacks in the educational domain and black respomghite middle-class schools in other parts of the city
es to schoolingThe gap remains as long as thessarted on the same reader in Septenibédviay of
forces remain. How do these forces get into blad®69 both groups of children would be given a
education and maintain the gap? state-mandated test based on the same reHder
does not take a great deal of imagination to see how
There are three ways in which racial stratificgpoor black and Mexican-American children in my
tion enters into and adverselyfedts black eduea study school would perform on that test.
tion. One is through societal educational policies
and practicesThe societal channel includes deny  Racial stratification also enters into and
ing blacks equal access to education throughversely dects black education througblack
unequal resources, segregation, and the like—copeoples own peceptions and @sponsedo their
mon phenomena in the pasthis ensures thatschooling in the context of their overall experience
blacks do not receive equal education in terms @ffracial subordinationThe (actors involved in this,
guantity and qualityif the U.S. society or one of herthird process is what | catommunity fazes.| will
local communities provides blacks with less arglaborate on this mechanism because it is the least
inferior education, then blacks cannot perform #@gscognized, studied, or discussed.
well or go as far as whites in schodhis societal
and community practice of unequal access was Black Americans have not been helpless-vic
instrumental in the school desegregation movéms of racial subordination, as can be seen in the
ment22The practice appears to begaly reversed, well-documented history of their “collective strug
as the federal, slate, and local school systems pgte."24 The way they have responded or adapted to
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their minority status ... has to some extent gerneratously mentioned the paradox of high educational
ed educational orientations and strategies that naspiration and inappropriate academic behaviors
not necessarily enhance school success, in spitaisicovered byWeis in her research in Phila
peoples verbally expressed wish to succeed, nardelphiaz® My students and | encounter the same
ly, to get good grades in their school work armghenomenon in various locations in Califorriae
obtain good school credentials for eventual goatudents verbally assert that making good grades
jobs and decent wages as addfts. and obtaining school credentials are important.
They also say that in order to make good grades,
The community forces arise from the threene must pay attention in class, do what teacher
domains of black adaptation..The instrumental says, answer questions in class, and do homework.
adaptation generates perceptions of opportuntpwever from our observations in the classroom,
structure that dé€ct how blacks perceive andn the family and in the community | must conclude
respond to schooling. For example, until the civihat many do not do these thirgf3l have suggest
rights revolution of the 1950s, many black peopked that the reason for this lack of adequate and per
did not see people around them who “had made #vering dbrt is probably that, historicallyplacks
because of their education, contrary to the claimswére not adequately rewarded for their educational
“underclass” theorists. In t&kton, California, achievement. So they may not have developed a
hardly any of the adolescents | studied in the laigdespread &rt optimism or a strong cultural ethad
1960s know anyone, except teachers, who hlaard work and perseverance in pursuit of academic
“become somebody” or become successful becawgark.3°© Furthermore, the folk theories stress other
of their educationYet there had been no “exodustneans of getting ahead under the circumstances that
of educated and professionally successful middiiece black people. But these alternative or -‘sur
class blacks from the cit§® Many black parents in vival” strategies appear to detract from and conflict
Stockton explained that they did not continue theivith their pursuit of formal education.
education because “education did not promise to
pay” One father said that he grew up in a town in  There are also factors arising from symbolic
Florida where college-educated blacks worked adaptation that do not particularly encourage striv
the post dice and at other low-prestige jobs; so himg for school success among lovetaiss as well as
decided to go into the Navin my research both inmiddle-class blacks. One such factor is how blacks
Stockton and in Oakland, California, | have comperceive or interpret the cultural and language dif
across middle-class blacks who said that if thégrences they encounter in school. | suggested earl
were white they “would have been farther along” ar that black culture embodies a kind of opposition
more successful. Blacks compare themselwrds: al cultural frame of reference vis-a-vis white
vorably with whites and usually conclude that, irimerican culture.Thus, for some blacks cultural
spite of their education and abilitthey are worse and language diérences between blacks and whites
off than they should be because of racial barrieesge consciously or unconsciously interpreted as
rather than lack of education or qualification. symbols of group identity to be maintained, notbar
riers to be overcome. Moreoydey tend to equate
One professional interviewed by Matusow ithe school culture (e.g., the curriculum and required
Washington, D.C., illustrates this problem. He wdsehaviors) and standard English with while culture
a young lawyer who grew up Aabama, believing and languagelhey therefore perceive school learn
that the civil rights revolution of the 1960s had indeedg not as an instrumental behavior to achieve the
brought equal opportunities for blacks and whitlestook  desired and verbalized goal of getting a good educa
his education seriously attended Princetontion for future employment, but rather as a kind of
University and eventually became a lawy®&ut linear acculturation or assimilation, detrimental or
when he began to practice he began to feel thattheeatening to collective identitome are afraid to
could not be as successful as his white péérs. behave according to what they see as the white cul
tural frame of reference for fear it may result in loss
It is true that in spite of the historical experiof minority cultural identityThis problem has been
ence of blacks in the opportunity structure, blaakported in studies of black students in high school,
folk theories for getting ahead stress the importancmior college, and graduate school and parents in
of education. But this verbal endorsement is not &olult schooE™ A black professor toldVeis that “a
be accepted at face value. It is often not accempat of black students see [academic work] as a white
nied by appropriate or necessarjodf | have pre world. (If | tell students, ‘you’re going to be exeel
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lent—often time excellence means being—white-briefly point out two aspects of this. First, the deep
that kind of excellence is negative heré2’Based distrust that blacks have developed for the public
on his research findings in NeVork City, Labov schools and those who control them—white
explains that for some black youth accepting schodimericans or their minority representatives—
values is equivalent to giving up self-respeadversely dects communication between blacks
because academic participation is equated with gand the schools and black interpretations of and
ing up black cultural identit§= responses to school requirements. Second, among
blacks themselves, the practice of physical and
Apparently some black educators and others agrsecial disdiliation with the community by the aea
with this interpretation that academic work islemically and professionally successful middle
“white” because theytoo, complain that the schoolclass raises the question in the minds of community
curriculum and language of instruction are “white people about the real meaning of schooling.
A careful study of the writings of some black sehol
ars who are proposing changes in the education of
black children indicates that thei_r proposals a PLICATIONS
more or less based on the assumption that the schoo
curriculum, standard practices, and standard
English are white and detrimental to black Chibnc
dren’s cultural identityAmong them are advoc:atese(]lu
of Afrocentric curriculum and cultural infusion. |
think that Claude teele, a black psychologist a
Stanford University expresses the assumption
these black educators very well in a 1992 articl
TheAtlantic Monthly:

From a comparative perspective, the persist
e of black-white inequality in general and in
cation in particular is due to racial stratification,
ot class stratificationThe barriers to equality
aused by racial stratification go beyond those of
‘1 bs, income, housing and the likEhese are the
€ thost obvious and are tpats of public policies and
efforts to achieve equalitfrhere are other complex
and subtle aspects of racial stratification in white
One factor is the basic assimilationist treatment of blacks and black perceptions of and
offer that schools make to black&u can responses to their social realitincluding their
be valued and rewarded in school (and responses to schooling, that need to be belter recog
society), the schools say to these students, nhized, understood, and ¢mted for change.
but you must first master the culture and
ways of theAmerican mainstream, and Focusing on education, lo promote a greater
since that mainstream (as it is represent degree of academic success and good social adjust
ed) is essentially white, this means you ment, 1) it is essential to recognize, understand, and
must give up many particulars of being remove their obstacles from society and within the
black—styles of speech and appearance, schools described earlier; and 2) it is equally neces
value priorities, preferences—at least in  sary to recognize, understand, and attend to the
mainstream settindhis is asking a lo¢# community forces or the obstacles arising from
black responses to racial stratification described
The equation of the school curriculum, th@boveAtthe moment, the role of community forces
standard classroom behaviors and instructional las the least known and the knowing is most resisted.
guage, the standard English, with whitmerican Yet it is among the things that most distinguish
culture and language results in conscious or uncammigrant minorities who are doing relatively well
scious opposition or ambivalence toward learnirig school from nonimmigrant minorities who are
and using instrumental behaviors to make goodt doing as wellThere are two parts to the prob
grades and obtain the school credentials that the $&m of the school-performance gap. Community
dents say they need and wahhis phenomenon, forces constitute one part.
which has to do with identity choice, is a dilemma
that cuts across class lines. It may partly explain the
low school performance of some middle-class blagkndnotes
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