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THE NATIONAL EDUCATION GOALS: IMPLICATIONS
FOR AFRICAN AMERICANS AND OTHER MINORITIES
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The six National Education Goals set by the nation’s
governors and President Bush at the 1982 education
summit fix a destination for all children to reach by
the year 2000. The National Education Goals Panel
{(NEGP) was established in 1990 to measure the
nation’s progress toward reaching the goals during
the decade of the nineties. Thus far, NEGP has pro-
duced two reports (1991, 1992) which show that
some headway is being made in increasing high
school completion rates (Goal 2) and in making
schools sater and more drug-free environments {Goal
6). These same reports, however, show few signs of
progress with respect to meeting Goals 3 and 4. Goal
3 calls for students to denionstrate competency in
challenging subject matter (English, science, mathe-
matics, histotry, and geography) in gradas 4, 8, and
12, while Goal 4 stipulates that American students
will be first in the world in science and mathematics
achievement by the vear 2000.

The cesuits of the I[nternational Assessment of
Educational Progress (la [’ointe, et al., 1992a; 1992}
compared the mathematics, science. and geography
performance of 13-year-old American students with
that of their counterparts in gight developed nations—
Hungary, Slovenia, Canada, Soviet Unlon, Spain,
Korea, [reland, and Scotland. When the average per-
tormance of students in €ach area is ranked, American
students place flfth in geography, last in mathematics,
aad eighth in science. These results mirror previous
trends for American students on international assess-
ments and show little evidence of progress.

These flndings are nct surprising, given the dismal
performance of American students in mathematics
and literacy as measured by the National Assessment
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of Educational Progress (NAEP). Figure 1 shows the
percentage of fourth, eighth, and twelfth grade stu-
dents who achieve competency on the 1990 NAEP
mathematics survey (see Muilis, et al., 1990).

Fgure 1 Percentage of Shixients Who are
Competent In Mathematics in Grades 4, 8, and 12

16D

4

4
80 —
ol -
40 —
" I |
¥ |

Grade 4 Grade 8 Grade 12
B compeent ] wot competant

Source: Mullis, et al., 1990

Sadly, in 1990 the mathematics performance of well
over three-quarters of American students lies below
the level deemed competent by NAEP at each grade
level, this despite almost a decade of school reform
efforts inspired by the report, A Nation at Risk
{National Comumission on Excellence in Education,
1983). NAED surveys done in other areas during the
1980s (e.g., reading, writing, and science) produced
results that were envally disheartenlng (see Mullis, et
al., 1990). These findinys pose an important ques-
lion for the national goals initiatlve in the 1990s—
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why has the school reform movement thus far had
such a minimal impact on student achievement
overall?

School Reform in the 1980s

The answer can be found in the focus of the reform
movement during the early years (1983-86). A Nation
at Risk generally is credited with igniting the 1980s
school reform movement. In its list of indicators of
sk, the Commission highlighted the poor standing of
American students on international comparisons of
student achievement, rising levels of functional illiter-
acy among adults and youth, and declines in student
scores on standardized achievement and ability tests
such as the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT). The
Commission made several recommendations to turn
the tide. [t called for strengthening state and focal
high school graduation requirements and ensuring
that “at minimum” students receive a curriculum
grounded in the “new basics,” Unfortunately, much
of the Commission’s discussion of the new basics
focused on time rather than new forms of content,
For example, their report recommended that high
school graduates complete four years of English and
three years of mathematics. The Commission also
honored the tradition of separate curricular tracks for
cotiege- and non-college-bound students by arguing
that the former should take two years of a foreign lan-
guage on top of meeting the requirements for general-
track students.

Following this lead, many states and school systems
“strengthened” curricula by reducing or eliminating
“superfluous” courses and graduate requirements, and
by establishing minimum competency testing pro-
grams to gauge students' preparedness for employment
and productive citizenship. The first phase of the
school reform movement, then, concentrated on the
identification of a core curriculum bullt around basic
skills or minimum <ompetencies,  There Is some evi-
dence that these actions did serve to Increase the per-

centage of students completing high school having
acquired basic skills {e.g., Harmon, et al., 1992a;
1992b).

The reform movement entered its second phase during
the latter half of the 1980s when the merits of trans-
forming the way schools and school systems operate
attracted Increased attention. Research describing the
characteristics of effective schools {Edmonds, 1979;
1986) offered persuasive evidence that schools could
be improved by shifting decision-making responsibility
into the hands of teachers and pare.its and away from
staie departments of education and district central
offices. School-based management, parental involve-
ment, and teacher empowerment became the guiding
principles of school reform during this period. While
the effective schools movement undetscored the need
to change both the goals of schooling and the process-
es used to obtain them, the movement has had littie to
say about the specific curricular ends school processes
should serve.  Instead, it offered two general axioms
as beacons for curricular change: all students can
learn, and teachers should have high expectations for
all students.

Bv 1982 the curricular content issue returned to center
stage, largely as a result of the economic and social
impacts of the globalization of the U.5. economy.
The disappearance of whole industries that relied on
workers with basic skills, coupled with the require-
ments of work in emerging manufacturing, health,
and service industries (see Commission on Skills of
the American Work Force, 1990} fostered numerous
conversations about schooling and curricula for the
21st century.  Efforts to redefine the “basics” stressed
the Importance of oral (English and a foreign lan-
guage) and written communication skllis, reasoning
and probiem solving, teamwork, and the abllity to
acqulre and use informatlon (e.g., Resnick, 1987;
SCANS, 1992; CCSSO, 1990). In addltion to demand-
ing hlgher levels of learning, ¢urriculum reformers
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argued that these new, higher standards be apptied to
the vast majority of American students. The latter
recommendation represented a significant departure
from the two-track system {college-bound and nen-
college-bound) that had dominated American educa-
tion for the better part of this century.

Equity and Excelience

The nation entered the 1990s, then, with twin goals
tor school reform: (1) to restructure schools in ways
that enhance their effectiveness, and (2) to create cur-
ricula and instructional approaches that help all stu-
dents attain world-class levels of achievement. This
agenda is echoed powerfully in the six National
Education Goals referred to earlier. While these goals
hold all students accountable for reaching higher per-
formance standards, the school reform debate has not
been very vocal or specific about equity—how we
ensure that thiose who are now disadvantaged educa-
tionally, socially, or economically have a realistlc
chance to meet higher standards. In 1983, the
Nationatl Commission on Excellence in Education
(NCEE, 1983) cautloned us against disregarding equity
concerns:

The twin goals of equity and high-quality schooling
have profound and practical meaning tor our econoc-
my and sodefy, and we cannot permit one 2 Yield to
the other elther in principle or in practice. To do so
would deny young people their chance to learn and
live according to their aspirations and abillties. 1t also
would lead to a generalized accommodation to medi-
ocrity In our soviety on the one hand or the creation
of an undemocratic elitlsm on the other. (p. 13)

Despite this admonition, the reform movement con-
tinues to be virtually silent about the often desperate
educational clrcumstances of poor and minority chil-
dren. For example, the six national goals chart a
course for all students without sayll.g much about
how students traveling in vessels of different size,

AFRICAN AMERICANS AND OTHER MINORITLES  ~

shape, and strength might reach the same destination
by the year 2000. Kezoi’s (1991) bleak portrait of the
schools attended by many poor and minority students
offers clear evidence that high standards will be an
unreachable goal for "all” students unless we pay
attention t0 how we prepare students with different
needs to meet the same learning goals (see American
Council on Education, 1988). In essence, the nation-
al goals cannot be reached without raising tne perfor-
mance of minority students substantially. This long
overlooked undertaking must begin with a sound
understanding of the academic performance of poor
and minority students and of the nature of the
schools they attend.

Educational Status of White and
Minority Students

NAEP Trends

As mentioned earlier, NAEDP survey results during the
last decade show that the average science, reading,
writing, and math proficiency of white students has
been stalled (Mullis, et al.,, 1990; National Center for
Education Statistics, 1992; sce Tables 1 and 2). While
the performance gaps between blacks and Hispanics
on one hand. and whites on the other. were reduced
sharply during this same period, the average scores of
blacks nd Hispanics in each subject area remain 20 to
40 points below those obtalned by white students at
cach age/grade 1 (see Applebee, et al, 1989),

Even more alarming than the persistent achievement
gap between minority and white students is what the
average scores of each group tell us about our stu-
dents' capabillties, Unlike the results of normn-
referenced standardized achievement tests, NAED profi-
clency levels in reading, mathematics, and science
allow one to tie numericzl scores to a deflned level of
proficlency. Descriptlons of NAEP proficiency levels
in reading and mathematics are ptesented in Tables 3
and 4 to illustrate this point.

@ .
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Table 1 Average Reading Proficiency by Age and Race/Ethricity: 1971—1990

Age 9 Age 13 Age 17

Year White | Black Hispanics | White Black Hispanics | White Black Hispr.nlcs
1971 214 170 261 222 291 239

1975 217 181 183 262 226 233 293 241 252
1980 221 189 190 264 233 237 293 243 261
1984 218 186 187 263 236 240 295 264 268
1988 218 189 194 261 243 240 295 274 271
1990 217 182 189 262 242 238 297 267 275

Source: National Center for Education Statistics, 1992

Table 2 Average Mathematics Proficiency by Age and Race/Ethnicity: 1973—1990

Age 9 Age 13 Age 17
Year White Black Hispanics | White Black Hispanics | White Black Hispanics
1973 223 190 202 274 228 239 310 270 277
1978 224 192 203 272 230 238 306 268 276
1982 224 195 204 274 240 252 204 272 277
1984 227 202 205 274 249 254 308 279 283
1990 235 208 214 278 249 258 310 289 284

Source: National Center tor Education Statistics, 1992

By transposing the avelage scale scores for race/ethnic
groups shown in Tables 1 and 2 onto the proficiency
level descriptions presented in Tables 3 and 4, one can
capture the true meaning of what students on average
are able to accomplish. The average score for black
and Hispanic 17-year-olds an the NAEP reading and
mathematics assessments rose considerably between
1971 and 1990, but remained below 300—the level at
which students are able to use mathematics and litera-
cy to engage In complex reasoning. Thus the gains
made by African American and Hispanic students
largeiy amount to improvements in thelr acquisition

of basic skills, This basic-skills ceiling effect is rein-
forced in NAEP data on the percentage of students
who score at or above a particular proficiency level.
In 1984, for example, 45 percent of the 17-year-old
white students tested obtalned reading proficiency
scores at or above the Adept Proficiency Level (300
and above). Students who score at or above this level
are able to comprehend, analyze, and summarize com-
plex written information on famillar and unfamiliar
topics. While 45 percent of white 17-year-clds per-
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Table 3 NAEP Reading Profiziency Levels, 1993

Level Description

350 Can synthesize and learn from specialized reading materiais

300 Can find, understand, summarize, and explain relatively complicated information

250 Can search for specific information, inter-relate ideas, and make generalizations

200 Can comprehend specific or sequentially related information

150 Can carry out simple, discrete reading tasks

Source: Applebee, et al., 1989

Table 4 NAEP Mathematics Proficiency Levels, 1986

Level Description

350 Can solve multi-step problems and use basic algebra

300 Can compute with decimals, fractions, and petcents; recognize ge>metric figures; solve
simple equations; and use modetately complex reascning

250 Can add, subtract, multiply, and divide using whole numbers. and solve one-step problems

200 Can add and subtract two-digit numbers and recognize relationships among coins

150 Knows some basic addition and subtraction facts

Source: Applebee, et al., 1989

formed at or above this level, fewer than 20 percent of
the 17-year-old African Americans tested did so
(Mullls, et al,, 1990).

These results paint a distressing picture of American
students. They reveal that our schoolchildren on
average are failing to achieve the very skills required
by the new jobs being created in our nation's econo-
my (Marshall & Tucker, 1992). Though the gains
made by blacks and Hispanics are encouraging, their
performance continues to lie well below that of their
white counterparts. The fact that the majority of

blacks and Hispanics achieve scores indicating that
they are ill prepared for high performance work and
management (see Commission on the Skills of the
American Wotk Force, 1990) bodes poorly for a society
seeking solutions to the cause of the recent riots that
gripped Los Angeles and cities across the country.

Scholastic Aptitude Test Trends

NAED surveys are given to a sample of students who
represent a cross-section of American schoolchildren.
The results of the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT), how-
ever, offer 2 view of those students who are headed
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for college. From 1972 to 1991, the percentage of
high school graduates who took the SAT Increased
from 34 percent to 41 percent. Figure 2 shows the
average verbal and mathematics SAT scores for high
school seniors from 1972 to 1991.

Figure 2 shows the shatp decline between 1972 and
1982 in average SAT scores that sounded the alarm for
school reform in the 1980s. SAT scores on the verbal
and mathematics portions of the test rose somewhat
bewtween 1982 and 1986, but have remained fairly sta-
ble since 1986. Despite signs of progress, mean SAT
scores for verbal and mathematics ability in 1991
remain below averages obtalned in 1972—an outcome
due in part to the increased proportion of high school
seniors taking the test in 1991 (41 percent of all high
school seriors) as compared to 1972 (34 percent). Most
of the reports produced by various commissions and
forums over the past decade, however, lay the majority
of the blame for the decline in SAT scores to curticular
and instructional deficiencies in American schools (see
Quality Education for Minotities 'roject, 1990,

Minority Student Performance on the SAT
Here too. the picture over the last decade has
remained fairly stable and bleak. Table 5§ shows the
average verbal and mathematics SAT scores for diffet-
ent racial and ethnic groups in 1980 and 1991.

THE ISSUES OF LANGUAGE AND CULTURE

Flgure 2 Average Verbal and Mathematics
Scores on the Scholastic Aptitude Test,
19721991
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In 1980, the average score for all groups on the verbal
and mathematics portions of the SAT stood at 424
and 466 points respectively. Eleven vears later. the
average score for all groups dropped two points on the
verbal portion while rising eight poirts in nath.
Looking at the scores for specific groups, we tind that
the avetage scores of Afrlcan Americans, Mexican
Americans, Asian Americans, and Puerto Ricans

Table 5 Mean Verbal and Mathemat'cs SAT Scores for Various Raclal and Ethnic Groups,

1980 and 1991

Verbal All White Bilack Mexican | Puerto [American| Asian
American| Rican indian |American
1980 424 442 330 372 350 390 395
1991 122 141 351 377 361 393 411
Math
1980 466 482 360 413 394 426 509
1991 474 489 385 427 406 437 530
Source: Natlonal Center for Education Statlstics, 1992

P54 3 ‘
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increased significantly on the verbal ami mathematics
portions of the SAT. Over this same period, the aver-
age verbal scores for American Indians increased
slightly, while their average scores for mathematics
increased by 11 points.

Generally speaking, while these gains helped narrow
the disparity between the SAT scores of minorities and
whites, with the exception of Asian Americans in the
area of math, the average performance of minorities
remains well below that of white students. A more
complete picture of the dimensions of the minority
achievement gap on the college entrance examination
is captured in the foillowing statistics reported by the
Commission on Minority Participation In Education
and American Life (1988):

Of the 1.05 million high school seniors who took
the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) in 19835, just over
70,000 (9 percent) were black and a few more than
17,000 (3 percent) were Hispanic, Furthermore, of
the black students, 73 percent scored below 4£0 on
the verbal section and 64 percent scored below 400
on the math portion. Of the Hispanic students, 59
percent had verbal scores below 0 and 45 percent
had math scores below that level. For whites, ony
31 percent had verbal scores below 400 and only 22
percent had math scores tliat low, (pp. 5-6}

Differences in Grades and
Course/Program Enrollment

Grades

The troutling minority student achievement gap visi-
ble in NAEP and 5AT results is mirrored and perhaps
rooted in the disparate school experiences of minori-
ties and whites. Blacks and whites leave high scliool
with grade point averages that differ considerably. In
1984, 35 percent of all black high school graduates
obtained a grade point average {GPA) of C+ or better
as compared to 60 percent of thelr white counterparts

Figure 3 Percantage of Black and White
Students Enrolled in Specific High School
Courses in 1989
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Source: DPolicy Infonmation Center, 1989

(Edhication Research Bulletin, 1989). It is somewhat sur-
prising that African Americans recelve lower grades in
high school despite being exposed to a less challeng-
ing curriculum than their white counterparts. Figure
4 shows the percentage of black and white cleventh
graders who report taking advanced mathematics and
science courses (Policy Information Center, 1989).

Course Enroilment

According to these data, a smaller proportion of black
as compared to white students take advanced mathe-
matics and science courses in high school. The per-
centage of black students who report taking Algebra [
and Il is of particular concern. given the results of a
recent study showing that success in coilege is highly
correlated with completing algebra and geometry in
secondary school (Pelavin & Kane, 1990). These find-
ings prompted the College Board to sponsor the
Equity Project, a program designed to increase the
number of minoritles who enroll in and successfully
complete algebra and geometry. This initiative seeks
to improve minority student participation and perfor-

a °
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The minority

mance by redesigning math curricula .
and providing special training for sec-
ondaty school teachers and guidance -
counselors.

Tracking and Ability
Grouping |

Although the Pelavin and Kane study
showed that success in algebra and .
geometry is associated with success in |
college, it would be premature to
conclude that advanced mathematics
sklls alone are the sole factor driving .
this relationship. Students who com-
plete advanced mathematics courses
are also likely to be enrolled in high-
er level science and Erglish courses _
(American Association for lhe Advancement of
Sclence, 1989). To our nation's detriment, trarxing
remains a pervasive feature of secondary schools,
despite abundant evidence of lts harmful effects on
those assigned t{o lower curricular groups (Goodlad,
1984; Oakes, 1985; Cnle % Griffin, 1987; Slavin,
1988),

Racial and ethnic variations in high school course par-
ticipation can be traced tc the long-term effects of
ability grouping and tracking, which begln in elemen-
tary school and in some cases, as early as kindergarten
{Rist, 1973). The disproportionately large number of
African Americans and Elispanics entolled in special
education programs (particularly those for the learning
disabled and the educable mentally retarded), pto-
grams for the educationally disadvantaged {(e.g., Head
Start and Chapter 1), and in lower level academic
groups and tracks (see Simmons & Grady, 1989;
Garibaldi et al., 1988) provide sad testimony of the
failure of this practice to raise milnority student
achievement. In short, tracking and abllity grouping
increase the llkelihood that minorities will spend 12

education agenda for
the nineties should
begin with the <limi-
nation of tracking
and proceed to
identify instroctior al
opportunities that
give minority
students a fair sho* at
meeting worid-class
standards.

years of school in programs that are a
- path to basic skills rather than world-

lass skills. Tlhe minority education
“ aganda for thf: nineties should begin

with the elimination of tracking and
1 proceed to identify instructional
opportunities that give minority stu-
dents a fair shot at meeting world-
class standards.

National Standards

1 and Examinations

i The push for national standards and

examinations has «normous potential
© to advance efforts to improve inor-
" ity schooling if the attention paid to
_ | prerequisite instructional opportuni-
ties matches that alteady being devoted lo standards
and alteraative assessmnent. Unfortunately, this does
not appear to be the case, Up to now, the develop-
ment of student content and performance standards
and assessment systems has outpaced that of school
delivery standards.

Nurnerous organizations such as the Council of Chief
State School Officers, the New Standards Project, the
National Assessment Governing Board, the National
Council of Teachers of Mathematics, and the Mational
Academy of Sclences have weighed in on the subject
of content standards and assessment. The Labor
Department’s Secretary’s Commlisslon ont Achieving
Necessary Skills (1992) has defined a set of foundatlon
skills and competencies that are becoming de facto
natlonal standards for work readiness. Similarly, the
mathematics curriculum and eva'uation standards
published by the National Council of Teachers of
Mathematics are being widely viewed as national stan-
dards for mathematlcs. Efforts to develop national
curriculum or content standards in areas such as
English language arts and history are being funded by

3 Poiy
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The national
standargds and

the Department of Education, while
the National Academy of Sciences is

supporting efforts to create national -
standards for science.

On the assessment front, the New !
Standards Project—a partnership of :
seventeen states and six school dis-
tricts organized by the Learning
Research and Development Center at
the University of Pittsburgh and the -
National Center on Education and
the Economy—is developing a perfor-
mance-based examination system
that would be shared by the states
invoilved. The NSI' cxaninations -

sg;stem would include student portfo-

lios and matrix examinations given .

at three grade levels (4, 8, and 10 and in several sub-
ject areas. Another model for national ¢xaminations
comes out of the work of the College Board. The
College Board is supporting the Pacesetter I'roject, an
initiative to specify content standards at the secondary
level and develop a portfolio-based assessinent system
for high school students that could be used as part of
the college admissions process.

This brief and incomplete description of the national
standards and assessment landscape is meant to
dernonstrate the pace and breadth of this endeavor.
This movement has the potential to benefit minority
education in a number uf ways. First, by emphasizing
a single standard for all students, the national stan-
dards movement would seriously undermine the con-
ceptual rationale for tracking—the belief that holding
separate standards and expectations for students based
on their “ability” is appropriate and effective. Second,
the replacement of multiple-choice tests with perfor-
mance-based assessments in schools serving minority
and educationally disadvantaged youngsters would
heighten the attention paid to ceitical thinking, prob-

assessment movement
is willing to hold
students and perhaps
teachers responsible,
while being silent
about school,
district, and state
accountability.

lem solving, and advanced knowledge
in classrooms that all too often con-
centratc on the basic skills empha-
sized by traditional standardized tests.

School Delivery
Standards

Thus far at least, the issue of instruc-
tinnal opportunities or school delivery
standards has not found an institu-
tional home, despite cogent analyses
presented by Smith and O'Day
{1992) and Porter (1992). Tart of the
caution given this subject is spurred
by a desire to avold describing inputs
in ways that burden schools and pro-

_ __ .. grams without improving student suc-
cess significantly. While this comcern is warranted, as
long as school delivery standards remain an institu-
tional orphan, the equity advocacy community has
good reason to believe, as many now do, that the
national standards and assessment movement is will-
ing to hoid students and perhaps teachers responsible,
while being silent about school, district, and state
accountability.

If the national standards and assessment movement is
to survive, school delivery standards rpust receive as
much attention as is currently being given to student
content and performance standards. [nsights about
the experiences and resources needed to improve edu-
cation, particularly for disadvantaged students, abound
in initiatives such as the Comer School Development
Program, the Accelerated Schools Program, Harvard's
Performance Assessment Collaborative for Educatlon
(PACE) and Project Zero, t..< Coalition of Essentlal
Schools, the Carnegie Middle Grade School State
Policy Initiative, and the College Board's Equity
Project.

N
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These efforts stress:

* active learning that tases children from the class-
room Into the community and workplace;

* extended learning activities, such as projects and
exhibitions that take weeks to complete;

» flexible scheduling and heterogeneous grouping of
students;

* interdisciplinary teams of teachers who engage stu-
dents in mathematics, English language arts, sci-
ence, art, and social studies activities focused on a
common theme or issue;

» challenging subject matter that requires students to
reason and solve problems utilizing primary materi-
als rather than textbooks;

s collaborative learning, where students work alone
and in small groups to complete extended learning
activities;

* continuous assessment using performance-based
measures that emphasize student progress toward
meeting a set of clearly defined standards; and

» collaborative teams of educators (teachers, princi-
pals, specialists} and parents who liave the power to
plan and make decisions aL ut allocating resources
in ways that will enhance tl.» school's ability to
meet standards and goals cstablished in concert
with the district or state.

In addition, these programs often look beyond the
child and attempt to f{oster a suppoxstive learning envi-
ronment in the home by using the school as a nexus
for social and health services furnished by relevant
public and private agencies (see Schom, 1988)., How
can one use the evidence provided by these successful
programs to deflne school delivery standards in a way
that gives schools maximum flexibility and keeps
institutions focused on meeting outcomes for students
rather than regulations for programs? This is a central
question that must be broached and ultimately
answered to assuage concerns about the power of the

" 'THE SSUES OF LANGUAGE AND CULTURE

standards and assesstnent movement to improve edu-
cation for all children, especially those from poor and
micority backgrounds.

The answer ties somewhere in the vinculum “etween
content and performance standards. reievant curricula
and assessments, appropriatt  ~d effective instruction,
and highly rkilled educators and well-equipped
schools. Defining these variables in a way that guides
without restricting, and is equitable without being
monolithic, will require the comblned efforts of
researchers, policymakers, and practitionners working
alongside business, community, and government
representatives. We cannot afford to leave any group
out of this process because the result must be owned
by so many. Moreover, as in the case of content/per-
formance standards and alternative assessment, the
process of defining school delivery standards them-
selves will lielp forge the community of learners
essentlal to the Improvement of education in the
United States.

Note
1. Early NAED surveys used age groupings; later assess-
ment groups were based on grade levels.
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