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In the past ten years, research related to the education of' the disadvantaged

has covered a wide variety of approaches and issues. However, most of the work

can be classified under two broad categories: 1) the study of population charac-

teristics, and 2) the description and evaluation of programs and practices. In the

first category, investigators have focused on eliciting deficits in the conditions

or behaviors of the target population--the ways the groups studied differ from alleged

"normal" populations. In the second category, which is only now beginning to

build a body of theoretical and descriptive material, investigators have attempted

to describe what goes on in the schools and to relate such variables as school

structure, teaching methods, or a myriad of special services, to student achieve-

ment. While the first type of study has been conducted largely by educational

psychologists, specialists in testing and measurement, and developmental psycholo-

gists the second has been the product of anthropologists, sociologists, social psycholo-

gists and, on a more informal level, of teachers who have worked in the school

system. Studies in the former group precede those in the latter and have tended

to place responsibility for failure on the children and their background. Although

studies in the latter group grew out of the same philosophy and were developed

with the goal of designing compensatory experiences for identified deficiencies,

newer research in this group has begun to emphasize the rale of the educational

experience in producing the observed dysfunctions in performance.



Population Characteristics

Studies within this category can be further divided between investigations of perfor-

mance and life conditions. The largest body of research concerns what is called in-

tellectual performance. Most studies in this area have concentrated on I,. Q. test results

and consistently support the hypothesis that high economic, ethnic or social status is

associated with average or high I I.Q. scores, while the reverse - -low economic, ethnic

or social status - -is associated with low I . Q. scores relative to the other group.1

A by-product of descriptions of the relationship between SES and/or ethnic group and

intellectual performance has been the attempt to interpret results with speculations as

to causes. On the one extreme, investigators hove seen their work as supporting genetic

determinants of intelligence; at the other end of the spectrum, researchers have

viewed their findings as support for environmental determinants of intelligence.
3

However,

the majority of investigators now interpret the data as reflecting a complex and continuous

interaction between hereditary and environmental forces.
4

In contrast to the huge body of statistics and analyses concerning intellectual

status as judged by standardized tests, only limited effort has been directed at differ-

ences in cognitive style. There has been some attempt to factor-analyze standardized

5
tests, and one substantial investigation deals with differential strengths and deficits in

the intellectual functioning of different ethnic groups.
6

Another area of considerable research is that of the plasticity of intellectual devel-

opment. This work has been conducted by both those investigators who would support the

dominance of genetic determinants of intelligence and those who adhere to the



importance of environmental factors in determining the quality of intellectual func-

tioning? Building upon Billet's early concern with the trainability of intellectual

functioning and Montessori's efforts to modify intellectual performance in children

with subnormal performance levels, investigators have worked with all but the most

gifted children There is only one major longitudinal study which attempts to relate

intellectual development to differences in environmental conditions: this investigation

traces the development of a sample of twins reared in dramatically different environ-

ments over a period of 25 years, and shows significant variations in their level of

intellectual functioning?

Short-term studies dealing with the plasticity of the intellect have led to mixed

findings. Some reports show intervention to be associated with no significant change

in intellect as measured by intelligence test scorel9 Others have shown only modest

change, and many of these results have been interpreted as reflecting a normal

fluctuation in intellectual function from one test period to another.1 1 On the other

hand, some studies have demonstrated significant increases when pre- and post-treatment

scores are compared.12 Unfortunately, these improvements have not yet been tested in

large populations, and no follow-up studies have been made after a long enough time

period to justify the conclusion of permanent change.

However uncertain these data may be, there remains among many researchers the

conviction that intelligence is largely a trainable function. A number of studies have

attempted to relate trainability to agj? One of the more pessimistic positions is that,

due to the lack of powerful and positive environments, the processes underlying



intellectual functioning rapidly lose their plasticity after three years of ag614 More

optimistic reports show typical I. Q. gains of ten points with adolescents; however,

such gains are still only half as much as can be generated with younger subjects!5

Studies of such programs as Harlem Prep and Upward Bound support the hypothesis

that big changes in achievement, if not in intellectual functioning, can be effected

in adolescence 16

In general, the data lead one to conclude that, as measured by standardized

tests, significant changes in the quality of intellectual function are more likely to

occur to the extent that there are powerful positive changes in environmental inter-

actions, and that the changes occur early in the life of the individual. The fact

that malleability may decrease with age, however, may not reflect a recalcitrant

character of intellectual functioning. Rather, what may be operating is the

tendency to rely on earlier patterns of stimulus processing in the absence of exposure

to powerful and different environmental input. It has been suggested, for example, that

the decreasing malleability of intellectual functioning among the urban disadvantaged

may be the result of prevailing school practices, which do not provide new positive inputs

and which may even reinforce previous maladaptive patterns of functioning1.7

As measured by grades, standardized tests, and high school attrition, there is an

abundance of data showing that disadvantaged populations do not do as well academically

as do more advantaged populations. Their lower achievement and higher dropout rates have

been related to such environmental factors as low income (resulting from limited education

and occupational level of pcirentsiehealth and nutritional deficits! childrearing patterns
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0
which do not prepare the chile-en for schooi; cultural differences between disadvantaged

1

students and their teachers; and racial isolation and discrimination as well as other

22
school-related variables.

Demographic studies have fallen into several categories. The more traditional

type has concentrated simply on economic, employment and educational levels of

the family as they relate to the children's school performance?? A newer type attempts

to go beyond a strictly economic kind of data and, centering its interest around what

has become known as the "culture of poverty," examines various aspects of family

disorganization such as consensual marriage, out-of-wedlock children, divorce ivies,

broken homes,and matriarchal or female-dominated households.
2 4

One or more of these

configurations are then related to children's performance in school. However, the

concept of the "culture of poverty!' his recently been highly criticized, and a few

investigators have begun to focus on those patterns which may be adaptive within the school

in a depressed environment, even if they are not totally adaptive within the school

25
environment.

The relationship between specific childrearing practices and academic achievement

has been copiously studied. Concentrating particularly on mother-child interaction,

investigators have identified maternal influences which may create such characteristics

as language behavior, task orientation and value commitment in the disadvantaged child.

Implicit in these studies is the assumption of a middle-class norm, and most studies

compare interactions in disadvantaged families with those in more privileged households2.6

So far there has been little attempt to describe the variations in childrearing practices



among lower-class or minority-group families, and there has been scant research on

those elements in these families which lead to academic success.
2 7

A neglected area in educational research has been the investigation of the

relationship between health status and school performance. Data on the effects of

poverty on health and nutrition are substantial, all showing that disadvantaged

populations suffer from poorer health care, a greater proportion of premature deliveries,

higher mortality rates, poorer nutrition, etc2.8 There is also some research indicating

the possible effects of the health of the pregnant mother on the intellectual functioning

of the developing child2? However, there is little data on the relationship between the

individual's own health and nutritional condition, and his cognitive development or

academic performance in school. There is also little research showing the mechanisms

by which poor health affects performance. Most investigators assume this to be the case,

however, and conclude that poor health may result in lowered performance through

impaired efficiency or reduced energy levels or, in more serious conditions, through

impairment of the nervous system?°

Still concentrating on demographic characteristics, racial and economic segre-

gation of a disadvantaged population as it relates to school performance is one of the

31
most heavily researched areas. investigations have consistently led to the conclusion

that low school achievement is associated with the concentration of low-income and

minority group students in separate school situations (the one possible exception being

Oriental students in segregated situations?.2 A small group of studies have focused on

separating out the effects of economic from racial or ethnic isolation, and the predom-

inating view has been that economic segregation is even more deleterious to school



performance than is racial segregation. However, the point has often been made that

it is impossible to draw strictly comparable socio-economic groups across racial or ethnic

33
lines.

Related to this research on economic and racial isolation have been those investi-

gations which focus on the effects of desegregation on school achievement. Studies

in this area take two forms: those which measure achievement before and after de-

segregation, and those which examine the relationship between the degree of ethnic

or economic mix and the level of achievement. Research in the former group has

arrived at the conclusion that differential responsibility to desegregation is based

on such factors as the reasons for desegregation, students' expectations of how they

are going to be evaluated in the integrated setting, and the degree of organization

4
or disorganization in the integrated as compared to the segregated setting.

3 Studies

in the latter group, which are usually based on larger populations than the former,

show that desegregation is more likely to be associated with heightened achievement

for the minority-group child when the receiving school population is predominately white

and middle-clasiP However, caution is often expressed about applying these findings to

smaller populations and individual cases because of the intervening variables, such as

student expectations or school disorganization36

An area of research which is crucial to the interpretation of any results on popu-

lation characteristics is that of testing and measurement. Most of the effort in this area

has been directed toward validation of the content and construction of existing stan-

dardized tests and the predictive value of test scorei? Research on testing and measurement

of disadvantaged populations has been largely concerned with the relative predictability



of specific tests for minority-group versus white students, the efficacy of traditional

as opposed to culture-fair and other innovative tests, and the problems inherent

in testing minority-group populations.
38 More recently, there has been an interest

in factorial analyses of test data; the aim of this research is to identify specific

patterns of functioning in different populations in order to understand variations in

skills as well as deficiti.9 A small group of investigators has also begun to research

the effects of intelligence and achievement tests on such variables as teacher

attitudes, student expectations, and school administrative policy40

Programs and Practices

In contrast to the rather well-designed and detailed research into the

characteristics of disadvantaged groups, the description and evaluation of educational

programs and practices for these children have generally been superficfial. There has

been little effort at matching treatment efforts with the nature and needs of the subject

population. Programs are often designed on the basis of long-standing theoretical

models or the special biases of researchers. Program evaluat ions stress little more than

the fact or the magnitude of the intervention and a general assessment of the impact.

What is lacking are detailed descriptions of the nature of the intervention, the inter-

action between the intervention and the learner, and the outcome of a particular

treatment or intervention program when used with specific kinds of learners.

Research on programs and practices can be grouped into four types on the basis of

the scope of the subject treated. Most prominent are studies which report on large-scale

projects such as Head Start, Title I, More Effective Schools, Project Talent and Upward



Bound. A second group of studies report on specific programs and services in the schools.

A third attempts to relate administrative and organizational change to student progress.

Changes in attitudes and orientations of school personnel are the subject of the fourth

type.

Large-scale projects run the gamut from preschool to college. The aim of these

programs has been to provide intensive compensatory education--school readiness,

remediation of lagging achievement levels, or supply of the necessary skills for

success in higher education--to disadvantaged students. With the exception of pre-

school projects, where centers have developed experimental programs, most of the

large-scale programs have been more intensive versions of standard curriculum and

teaching methodill The projects have been evaluated by pre- and post-treatment test

scores and subjective evaluations of student progress; little research has focused on

describing the exact nature of program input or on following the subjects' longitudinal

development once the treatment is completed42

Project evaluations in general indicate that compensatory education has failed. In

those cases where positive findings are reported, it has been difficult to identify or separate

treatment effects responsible for the result from Hawthorne effects (the impact of a changed

situation itself) or from Rosenthal effects (the result of changed expectations) . However

recent reviews of the research criticize evaluation methods and indicate that the tests

used may be insensitive instruments for tapping whatever progress might be made

Evaluations of specific programs and services in the schools include studies of such

elements as counseling programs, tutoring projects, special service personnel (bilingual

teachers, reading specialists, paraprofessionals etc.), curricular innovations, such as
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bilingual or ethnically-oriented studies and teacher student developed materials,

and changes in teaching techniques (individualized instruction, teaching machines

team teaching, etc.)'' Here too, much of the intervention has been a continuation

of traditional programs and services, and little effort has been given to matching

the specific needs of the population with the intervention instituted. Only projects

focusing on curriculum relevance and individualized instruction have been directed

toward matching learner and the learning experience45 Adequate evaluations of

these programs have also been scarce. Programs tend to introduce a number of

services simultaneously and it has been difficult to identify, even in successful

programs the element or elements which are most instrumental in causing change46

Until recently, studies of administrative and organizational change in the

schools have been directed primarily at desegregation. Research on desegregation

in Southern school districts describes the politics and process of desegregation,

including the implementation of federal guidelines and community resistance to

change47 Literature on Northern desegregation deals with the same issues

describes the development and implementation of specific desegregation plans such as

bussing and transfer programs, school zoning, or the creation of the middle school and

education parks18 As reported earlier, findings on the effects of desegregation Fend

to show that the single most important school factor influencing academic achievement

for black and other minority-group children (as well as low - income students) is that

the classroom be made up predominately of white middle-class students49

More recent organizational and administrative changes in the schools include

experiments with homogeneous and heterogeneous groupings changes in pupil-teacher



ratio, and the implementation of parent and community involvement. Major research

on ability grouping shows that it has no measurable effect on student achieverneri19. When

homogeneous grouping causes defacto segregation, it may, in fact lower the achievement

of minority-group and low-income studentill Changes in pupil-teacher ratio have

been studied by a number of investigators with differing viewpoints and, as might

be expected, the conclusions reached vary according to the point of view of the

researcher.
52 Since extensive parent and community involvement are still relatively

new areas for investigation, there is no definitive work on this subject. However, a

number of researchers have hypothesized that the influence of parent and community

forces in the schools may provide a powerful force for instituting needed changes

5in both the children and the schools.3 Several investigators have linked the 'sense of

fate controkli which has been found necessary for school achievement,with parental Iry

volvernent in the schools4 One major research project concludes that the only hope

for narrowing the spatial, cultural and emotional gap between school personnel and

school children is through introducing parents and other community members into the

schools
55

There is curapidly growing body of research which relates teacher attitudes and

expectations to sivdent performance. Studies in this area point to the debilitating

effect of low teacher expectationk6 A number of investigations have been aimed at

identifying factors which bran teacher attitudes and behaviot5.7 So far, this research is

inconclusive, but indications are that it is not social class background alone, as

previously thought, which creates either positive or negative attitudes and behaviors

toward disadvantaged childreri5.8 Without any clear indications of what causes teachers'
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negative attitudes toward low-income and minority-group children, a few studies have

focused on the possibilities of changing teacher attitudes. Research in this area is difficult

to interpret, since positive changes are usually measured by answers to a questionnair659

and thus indicate little more than the fact that teachers have learned more "acceptable'

responses. It has been hypothesized that artifically changing teachers' expectations

of student performance can create measurable change in student achievement; but data

0
on this subject also remains inconclusive.

6

The question of 'equal educational opportunity," which for a long time has been

dealt with merely as a concept holding a wide range of definitions, is beginning to

be the focus of research attention. Studies show differences in such factors as school

expenditures, teacher training and experience, teacher salaries school facilities,

teacher pupil ratio, and access to outside resources between schools in depressed and

advantaged neighborhoods. Such factors have in turn been shown to be instrumental

61
in forming a learning climate. Finally, research indicates that even in schools with

greatly expanded resources due to compensatory education programs the learning

environment in schools in depressed neighborhoods is far less conducive to

achievement than in schools serving more affluent childree

The very nature of the vast amount of study of minority group populations raises

serious research questions. It has recently been pointed out

investigator's attitude and ethnic and social background may affect the research

questions he poses, his methodology and data gathering techniques, and

63
his access to particular populations. Although the relationship between the nature
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of the investigator and the nature of his research on minority populations' hes not

been studied as yet, the findings of such research will supply a useful context for

reexamining past investigations and for undertaking future research.
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