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CONTEXTUAL FACTORS

he connection between social class and student achievement as measured by standardized test scores of basic skills is well 
known. In dispute is whether the differences, on average, in the achievement levels of disadvantaged and privileged 
students are a function of (1) the quality of schooling they receive; (2) background characteristics (family, community, 

social, and economic) that influence achievement after controlling for instructional quality; or (3) school quality and back-
ground characteristics acting in concert.

To shed light on these issues, researchers have focused on a number of specific social class differences, including childrearing and 
literacy practices; health characteristics; housing stability; economic security; neighborhood crime; and peer influences.

For example, a recent calculation estimates that several distinct child health differences along with differences in maternal 
health (maternal depression, in particular) explain approximately 25% of the black-white achievement gap.1 Another, using data 
from Texas, estimates that differences in residential mobility explain approximately 14% of the black-white gap and 8% of the 
gap between children from low-income families and others.2 Estimates for other social class differences would likely explain 
more of the achievement gap.

None of the many background characteristics influencing achievement operate separately. They interact with each other as well 
as with children’s unique genetic endowments. For any characteristic or group of characteristics predicting low achievement, 
some children possessing them will achieve at higher levels than those characteristics alone might predict.

Taken together, however, these effects suggest a cumulative disadvantage for lower-class children that depresses average per-
formance, even with high-quality instruction. In other words, on average, with equally high-quality instruction, children from 
disadvantaged families will achieve at lower levels than those from families without these disadvantages. 

Research thus suggests that strategies to improve lower-class children’s performance will be more effective if they combine 
school improvement efforts with policies to narrow social and economic inequalities.

—Richard Rothstein
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SCHOOL 
IMPROVEMENT 
EFFORTS

here has been substantial research done on the potential for smaller class sizes, improvements in teacher quality, and 
school-based accountability to reduce achievement gaps. 

Smaller class size
The evidence on class size comes in two forms, empirical studies of large data sets and a well-known randomized field trial, 
called the Tennessee STAR (Student/Teacher Achievement Ratio) project. The latter provides the most compelling evidence. In 
a series of oft-cited reviews of the empirical studies that explore how school inputs affect student achievement, the economist 
Eric Hanushek concluded that, taken together, these empirical studies provide no evidence of a systematic relationship between 
class size and student achievement (see, for example, Hanushek (1997)). Hanushek’s approach and conclusions, however, have 
been criticized on methodological ground by Hedges, Laine, and Greenwald (1994) and Alan Krueger (2002). Based on a 
re-analysis by Krueger (2002) of the same empirical studies reviewed in Hanushek’s work, Krueger concludes that these studies 
show that, after other factors that affect student achievement are appropriately controlled for, smaller class sizes do indeed 
appear to generate higher student achievement.

The most compelling support for small class sizes emerges from the well-known  study of class size in the early grades in 
Tennessee called project STAR (Student/Teacher Achievement Ratio). This project, financed by the Tennessee Legislature, ran 
for four years in the mid-1980s and is highly touted because it was based on an experiment in which students were randomly as-
signed to classrooms of different sizes. Kindergarten, first, second, and third graders in classes of 13-17 students were compared 
to classes of 21-25 students. The initial study concluded that smaller classes generated gains in achievement scores, especially 
in kindergarten, first grade, and for minority children (see Finn and Achilles (1990) or the summary by the Harvard Statistician 
Frederick Mosteller in 1995). A careful follow-up study by Alan Krueger (1999) explicitly addresses some of the flaws in the 
implementation of the STAR experiment and confirms the positive findings. The largest increase in test scores emerges for 
students the first year they attend a small class. After that year, additional time spent in a small class has a positive, but weaker 
association with test scores.
 
Most researchers agree that small classes can be beneficial in the early grades, and that the benefits persist through time, 
particularly for minority students (Nye, Hedges, and Konstantopoulos (2004)).  For policy purposes, however, three caveats 
are worth noting. First, reducing class size is expensive because it requires additional teachers and classrooms.  Hence, positive 
effects on student achievement alone do not make it a cost-effective strategy. Second, one must be careful in extrapolating the 
results from the Tennessee STAR experiment to a statewide reduction in class sizes. California’s policy of reducing class sizes 

t
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throughout the state in 1996 highlighted the fact that smaller 
class sizes will generate higher achievement only if there are 
sufficient teachers to maintain teacher quality in tandem with 
the expansion of classrooms ( Jepsen and Rivkin (2002)).  
Finally, Murnane and Levy (1996) provide evidence from a 
small sample of schools in Austin, Texas, that smaller class 
sizes alone are no guarantee of achievement gains.  

Teacher quality and 
professional development
Even more important than class size for student achievement 
is teacher quality. Extensive research supports the conclusion 
that good teachers are crucial for student achievement. Some 
of these studies measure teacher quality by looking directly 
at their average effects on student test scores and then show 
that students who are exposed to low-quality teachers 
for several years in a row are at a significant disadvantage 
relative to students with high-quality teachers. Using Texas 
data on elementary school students, Hanushek, Kain, and 
Rivkin (2005) show that a one standard deviation increase 
in teacher quality at the grade level will increase student test 
scores by roughly 10% of a standard deviation. Using data 
on high schoolers in Chicago, Aaronson, Barrow, and Sander 
(2003) show that a one standard deviation improvement in 
teacher quality in ninth-grade math is associated with a gain 
equal to 10-20% of the average math gain test score.  
 
Other studies document that teacher credentials, such as 
their years of experience (especially at the beginning of their 
teaching careers), their licensure test scores, and the type of 
certification they have are predictive of student achievement 
(see, for example, Clotfelter, Ladd, and Vigdor (2007a and b) 
and Goldhaber (2008) for an overview). At the high school 
level, the research shows that teachers who are certified in the 
fields they teach generate higher learning than those who are 
not, especially in the fields of math and science (Monk 1994 
and Clotfelter, Ladd, and Vigdor 2007b). Evidence from 
North Carolina consistently shows that Nationally Board 
Certified teachers are more effective than those who are not 
Board Certified (Goldhaber and Anthony 2007; Clotfelter, 
Ladd, and Vigdor 2007a and b), but research in Florida is 
more mixed (Harris and Sass 2007).  
	
At the same time, research clearly documents that teachers, 
as defined by their credentials, are unevenly distributed 
across schools with the schools serving the most disadvan-

taged students typically having the teachers with the weakest 
credentials (Boyd et al. 2008; Clotfelter, Ladd, and Vigdor 
2007a). This pattern reflects the incentives within the teacher 
labor market and will require that policy makers take explicit 
actions if they wish to offset it. Research on strategies to make 
it easier for low-performing schools to attract and retain high-
quality teachers is still in its infancy, but some evidence is 
emerging that financial bonuses in North Carolina increased 
retention in low-performing middle and high schools in that 
state (Clotfelter, Glennie, Ladd, and Vigdor forthcoming).  
Additional evidence from New York City documents the 
potential for new pathways into teaching such as the New 
York Teaching Fellows Program to reduce the number of un-
certified teachers and to improve student achievement (Boyd, 
Grossman, Lankford, Loeb, and Wyckoff 2006). 

In regards to professional development for teachers, research 
suggests that such strategies have not been productive in 
terms of improving teaching and learning. Evidence suggests, 
however, that professional development can be productive 
provided it is longer and deeper than the standard one-shot 
workshop; it focuses on instruction that is subject specific; 
and it is aligned with the instructional goals and curriculum 
materials in schools. (For an overview of the relevant research, 
see Hill 2007).   

Accountability and better use of data 
for decision-making within schools
The experience with high stakes accountability for schools 
indicates that educators respond to test based account-
ability by changing their behavior, although not always in 
ways intended by policy makers, and that such accountability 
generates small gains in learning, particularly in math (see 
Figlio and Ladd (2008) for an overview of the behavioral and 
achievement effects of school-based accountability). Jacob 
(2005) documents the positive effects of Chicago’s account-
ability system on both reading and math scores. 

The research on how accountability affects racial achievement 
gaps is mixed. Carnoy and Loeb (2002) indicate that state-
based accountability has reduced the racial achievement gap, 
as measured by proficiency at the basic level on NAEP but 
other studies have found more mixed results (e.g., Hanushek 
and Raymond 2005). More research is needed on the best 
ways to use data on low-stakes tests within schools to pro-
mote better outcomes.

—Helen F. Ladd 
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BENEFITS OF QUALITY 
PRE-SCHOOL AND 
HEALTH INTERVENTIONS

he purpose of this note is to briefly summarize research on the benefits of pre-school programs and the role they might 
play in closing achievement gaps. In doing so, we distinguish programs serving children of different age groups, in 
particular, programs serving children under the age of three and those serving children age three to five. Children have 

different developmental needs at these stages of early childhood, and thus the effect of a program is likely to differ depending 
on the child’s age.  

As indicated in the report, the overall message from the research suggests positive cognitive and social impacts on the lives of 
low-income children who participated in quality education programs prior to entering formal schooling (see recent reviews 
by Blau and Currie 2006; Waldfogel 2006). Moreover, to the extent that disadvantaged children benefit more from programs 
than more advantaged children, the provision of such programs can play an important role in closing achievement gaps (see, for 
example, Magnuson and Waldfogel 2005; Waldfogel and Lahaie 2007).

Children under age three
The quality of early education programs for infants and toddlers varies widely in quality in the U.S. (Blau 2001; Shonkoff and 
Phillips 2000; Smolensky and Gootman 2003; Vandell and Wolfe 2002). Some programs for infants and toddlers are of very 
poor quality, whether measured by child-to-staff ratio, teacher qualifications or direct observation. But, at the other end of the 
continuum, some infant and toddler care is of very high quality. 

The best-quality center care has been shown to yield important benefits for children, with particularly large benefits for the most 
disadvantaged children. When center-based care is of high quality, it enhances infants’ and toddlers’ cognitive development, and 
it does so without causing behavioral or other problems (Barnett 1995; Currie 2001; Karoly et al. 1998; Karoly, Kilburn, and 
Cannon 2005; Waldfogel 2002, 2006).

Children age three to five
For older preschoolers, the evidence from randomized experiments of model programs, as well as studies of more typical pre-
school programs, indicates that children age 3 to 5 benefit from attending quality pre-school education programs. 

Randomized experiments of model programs have shown that high-quality pre-school programs produce substantial cognitive 
gains, particularly for disadvantaged children (Barnett 1995; Currie 2001; Karoly et al. 1998; Karoly, Kilburn, and Cannon 2005; 
Waldfogel 2002, 2006); reduce later problems, such as crime (Carneiro and Heckman 2003); and enhance the future productivity 
of the workforce (Heckman and Masterov 2004). 

t
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Head Start, a national program serving disadvantaged 
children, has positive effects on cognitive performance and 
behavior, as shown in a recent randomized study (Puma et 
al. 2005). 

Even more typical school- or center-based care programs 
produce cognitive gains (see review in Meyers et al. 2004; 
see also NICHD Early Child Care Research Network and 
Duncan 2003). Pre-K programs have been found to be par-
ticularly effective at raising cognitive scores (see, e.g., evidence 
from Oklahoma in Gormley and Gayer 2005; Gormley et 

al. 2005; Magnuson et al. 2004; Wong, Cook, Barnett, and 
Jung 2008). Although attending pre-school has sometimes 
been found to be associated with more behavior problems, 
this is not the case for children attending pre-kindergarten 
and kindergarten in the same school (Magnuson, Ruhm, and 
Waldfogel 2007). Analyses of high-quality pre-kindergarten 
programs suggest that the savings from lower expenditures 
on K-12 education, child welfare, and the criminal justice 
system—in addition to benefits from less crime, higher 
earnings, and increased tax revenues—exceed the program 
costs (Lynch 2007). 

—Sharon Lynn Kagan and Jane Waldfogel
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hildren develop strong emotional bonds to competent caretakers (usually parents) that facilitate development. Many kinds 
of development, in social, psychological, emotional, moral, linguistic, and cognitive areas are critical to future academic 
learning. The attitudes, values, and behavior of the family and its social network strongly affect such development.

A child whose development meshes with the mainstream values encountered at school will be prepared to achieve at the level 
of his or her ability. The meshing of home and school fosters further development. When a child’s social skills are considered 
appropriate by the teacher, they elicit positive reactions. A bond develops between the child and the teacher, who can now join 
in supporting the overall development of the child.

In 1968, we initiated the Yale Child Study Center pilot project in two New Haven schools that were so dysfunctional that it was 
impossible to carry out an effective instructional program. Our task was to create a strategy that would overcome the staff ’s resistance 
to change, instill in them a working understanding of child development, and enable them to improve relations with parents. 

In our pilot schools, organization and management, curriculum, instruction and assessment, and parent and staff development 
were all based on what helped the students develop and learn. As a result, the two pilot schools gradually moved from the two 
lowest positions in achievement in New Haven to a position near the top. 

There is strong resistance at all levels of the education enterprise to accepting child and adolescent development as a central 
focus in school reform. Our response has been to continue to “grow the evidence” until the outcomes cannot be ignored.

There are well over 3 million teachers and administrators in the United States. Enabling this workforce to help all students 
develop well would go a long way toward addressing many of our most vexing and costly academic, economic, and behavioral 
problems. If we are to reach this goal, we will need to add the missing focus on child and adolescent development to the educa-
tion of all educators. 

—James Comer
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IMMIGRANTS

mmigrants entering the educational system are extraordinarily diverse, and their experiences resist facile generalizations. 
Some are the children of highly educated professional parents who have received initial schooling in exemplary educational 
systems, while others arrive from educational systems that are in shambles (Zhou 2001). Some outperform their native-

born peers, while many others demonstrate persistent school-related problems and high drop-out rates (Ruiz-de-Velasco, Fix, 
and Clewell 2000; Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco 2007). 

The educational needs, experiences, and trajectories of immigrant-origin youth will thus vary substantially depending upon their 
specific constellation of resources and the contexts of reception they encounter (Rumbaut and Portes 2001; Suárez-Orozco, 
Suárez-Orozco, and Todorova 2008). Newly arrived students tend to display highly adaptive attitudes and behaviors to succeed 
in school, though the longer they are in the United States, the more negative they become in terms of both attitudes towards 
school and hopes about the future (Rumbaut and Portes 2001; Steinberg, Brown, and Dornbusch 1996; Suárez-Orozco and 
Suárez-Orozco 1995; Suárez-Orozco et al. 2008). 

While immigrant-origin students’ hopes for post-secondary school attainment are often quite high, their actual access and 
attainment are all too frequently frustrated and disconnected from their ambitions (Chapa 2002; Gándara, Orfield, and Horn 
2005; Orfield and Lee 2006; Telles and Ortiz 2000; Ruiz-de-Velasco et al. 2000). This “achievement-attitude paradox” 
(Mickelson 1990) identified in other minority and under-served populations is exacerbated for a significant number of immi-
grant children by a number of particular challenges, including high rates of poverty (Hernández, Denton, and Macartney 2007; 
Ruiz-de-Velasco et al. 2000) with the concomitant academic challenges this presents (Sirin 2006). 

Furthermore, the majority of newcomer immigrants face the challenge of mastering English while keeping up with their native-
speaking peers on other academic subjects. Second-language learners also face a particular challenge in performing well on 
standardized tests designed for native-born speakers (Muñoz-Sandoval, Cummins, Alvarado, and Ruef 1998). For example, 
on a standardized test of academic proficiency, three-quarters of a sample of diverse immigrant students who had been in the 
United States an average of seven years scored a full standard deviation below the mean when compared to their native-speaking 
peers (Suárez-Orozco, Suárez-Orozco, and Todorova, 2008). These results mimic national testing results, such as the most 
recent NAEP data—the so-called Nations’ Report Card—where English language learners performed abysmally in the reading 
sections of the test.  This performance problem extends to optimal performance on high-stakes state tests like the TAAS in 
Texas, the Regents exam in New York, or the MCAS in Massachusetts. 

These English language-testing challenges present particular hurdles in the current context of high-stakes tests. While verbal 
proficiency can be developed within a couple of years, the level of language skills necessary to be competitive with native-born 

i



Page 15Background: A Broader, Bolder Approach to Education

peers in the classroom takes, on average, five to seven years 
to acquire under optimal conditions (Collier 1992; Cummins 
1991; Klesmer 1994). Immigrant students are highly motivated 
to learn English but find that the task of doing so on the 
naïve time-frame set by policy makers is often quite insur-
mountable, leading to increasingly high drop-out rates (Suárez-
Orozco et al. 2008).

Approximately half of the immigrant origin students who 
enter our public school system arrive at secondary school 
age—middle or high school—and such students encounter 
particular challenges: they need to play catch-up academi-
cally, they need to acquire academic English language pro-
ficiency, and they simultaneously need to earn the credits 
required to graduate and pass high-stakes tests in a time-
frame comparable to their native-born peers (Ruiz-de-Velasco, 
Fix, and Clewell 2000). Some of these students face addi-

tional obstacles of inadequate preparation, and they may 
have repeated grades or have had interrupted schooling, and 
are hence over-aged for their grade level. Not surprisingly, 
students arriving after age 13 are particularly at risk of being 
“overlooked and underserved,” and as a group are most likely 
to drop out (Ruiz-de-Velasco et al. 2000).

Immigrant-origin youth are the fastest growing sector of the 
student population in a variety of advanced post-industrial 
democracies. The preponderance of evidence suggest that they 
arrive sharing an optimism and hope in the future that should 
be cultivated—almost universally they recognize that schooling 
is the key to a better tomorrow. Tragically, however, over time 
many immigrant youth, especially those enrolling in impoverished 
and deeply segregated schools, face poor odds. The future of 
our country will in no small measure be tied to the constructive 
harnessing of the energies of these new young Americans.

—Carola Suarez-Orozco
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