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T he doors to public schools are 
more open than they were 20 
years ago to low-income per 

sons, blacks, Hispanics, and the learn 
ing disabled. The bad news is that 
there is a lack of commitment to mak 
ing those students successful once 
they are in school. These are the find 
ings of an independent Board of In 
quiry1 commissioned by the National 
Coalition of Advocates for Students 
(NCAS) to investigate the status of 
children of greatest need in public 
schools NCAS is a network of child 
advocacy organizations that address 
public school issues at the federal, state, 
and local levels These groups share a 
commitment to public education, 
maximum student access to appropri 
ate educational experiences, and state 
and local advocacy as a constructive 
approach to school improvement

As pan of its year-long study, the 
Board held 15 days of public hearings 
in 10 cities2 during late 1983 and 
throughout 1984. At these hearings, 
students, dropouts, parents, educators, 
and other citizens shared their experi 
ences with and worries about public 
schools in their communities. Based 
on information gathered from these 
hearings and a review of recent re 
search, the Board prepared a report, 
Barriers to Excellence: Our Children 
at Risk* Here we summarize the 
Board's findings and present some of 
their recommendations for change.

Racial Discrimination
In 1985, more than 30 years after the 
Brown decision, 63 percent of Ameri 
ca's school children still attend pre 
dominantly minority schools. The 
study found that, compared with white 
students:
  Black students are three times 

more likely to be suspended from 
high school, often for trivial reasons
  Black students are three times 

more likely to be placed in classes for 
the mildly mentally handicapped.
  Black students drop out of school 

at a rate more than twice that of white 
students.

Class Discrimination
The income level of a child's family is 
still the major determinant of the qual 
ity and quantity of the education a 
child receives The average child from 
a bottom quarter income family re 
ceives four fewer years of education 
than a child from a top quarter income 
family.

Many of the testimonies at the pub 
lic hearings concerned the various 
forms that class discrimination takes in 
schools. For example:
  Many districts allocate fewer re 

sources to schools in poor neighbor 
hoods than to schools that serve pri 
marily middle- and upper-income 
level students.
  Only half of the almost ten million 

children eligible to receive Chapter I 
services actually receive those serv 
ices.
  Teachers often alter expectations 

on the basis of students' social class.

Cultural Discrimination
Only half of the 2.7 million students 
with limited-English proficiency re- 
ctivc the special help they need. That 
figure falls to 10 percent for Hispanic 
students. Only 3 percent of teachers 
are adequately prepared to instruct

limited-English-proficient students, al 
though 25 percent of all teachers have 
such children in their classrooms. Spe 
cial language-responsive programs are 
made available to only a small seg 
ment of the non-English-proficient 
population, and existing programs suf 
fer from untrained teachers, inade 
quate instructional materials, invalid 
testing, and a lack of administrative 
support.

Sex Discrimination
Female students experience lowered 
expectations in public schools and by 
high school often function well be 
hind male students in reading, sci 
ence, social studies, and mathematics. 
Vocational education programs are of 
ten segregated by sex, with females 
clustered! in programs that prepare 
them for (he lowest paying jobs.

Pregnaik and parenting teens are 
the young women most discriminated 
against inj schools. Of the over one 
million teens who become pregnant 
each year, 10,000 are under age 15 A 
disproportionate number of these 
young women are minority students. 
Teens wh0 are parents are much more 
likely to drop out of school than are
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"The income level 
of a child's family 
is still the major 
determinant of 
the quality and 
quantity of the 
education a child 
receives."

teens who are not, and young, single 
mothers bee almost certain poverty.4

Special Education
Handicapped students, their parents, 
and concerned educators described 
both problems of limited access to 
special services and problems related 
to children being inappropriately la 
beled as handicapped.

When PL 94-142 was passed, Con 
gress assigned high priorities to iden 
tifying and serving out-of-school 
handicapped children and to meeting 
the needs of the severely handi 
capped. The Board of Inquiry conclud 
ed that schools appear to have met 
these objectives fairly well with regard 
to elementary-age children. However, 
large numbers of three- to five-year- 
olds, secondary students, 18- to 22- 
year-olds, and emotionally disturbed 
children of all ages remain under- 
served, as well as children of migrant
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families, military dependents, adjudi 
cated and incarcerated youth, and fos 
ter children.

On the other side of the coin, many 
children who are not handicapped 
end up in the special education sys 
tem. Sometimes a lack of adequate 
regular education options designed to 
meet the needs of children with di 
verse learning styles results in this 
misplacement. Biased assessment and 
evaluation tools may support discrimi 
natory referrals. Poorly defined crite 
ria for entrance into categorical spe 
cial programs, inferior curriculum, 
and failure to establish exit criteria 
that clarify what the child must accom 
plish to qualify for return to the regu 
lar classroom also contribute to inap 
propriate placements.

The children most likely to be mis- 
classified are minority youngsters who 
perform adequately in a variety of 
family and community roles but expe 
rience difficulty in school. They are 
often assigned to special education, 
having experienced academic failure 
in the regular classroom, a failure that 
is routinely ascribed to the child, rath 
er than to the classroom setting or the 
school environment.

The processes by which school dis 
tricts are usually reimbursed under PL 
94-142 require them to declare stu 
dents handicapped and then deter 
mine their needs for special services. 
Thus, the service delivery system that 
attaches labels to children in order to 
ensure that money is spent on stu 
dents of greatest need also acts as an 
incentive to school districts to place 
more children in special classes, often 
inappropriately.

With its emphasis on higher stan 
dards, the current education reform 
movement may increase the risk of 
many low-achieving minority and dis- 
advantaged students being inappropri 
ately labeled as handicapped. Unless 
higher academic standards in public 
classrooms are accompanied by addi 
tional resources directed toward 
strengthening mainstream programs, 
an increasing number of children may 
be placed in double jeopardy by being 
assigned handicapped status in addi 
tion to their minority status.
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Misuses of Testing
Over-reliance on standardized achieve 
ment tests as a basis for making educa 
tional decisions may have far-reaching 
effects on students. In districts where 
testing is in widespread use, the Board 
urged that the relationship of testing 
practices to three major, interrelated 
concerns be carefully examined: (1) 
the availability of additional resources 
to assist children who are labeled "fail 
ures" as the result of their poor per 
formance on tests; (2) the effects of 
testing on what is being taught and 
how it is being taught; and (3) the 
effect of tests on school exclusion 
rates.

The Board of Inquiry found particu 
larly troublesome policies that require 
school districts to label children as 
handicapped or academically deficient 
in order to receive funds needed to 
provide services to them. The Board 
considers funding mechanisms of this 
type to be a contributing factor in the 
disproportionate placement of minor 
ity students in classes for the educable 
mentally handicapped and in the 
growing number of students being 
classified as learning disabled. Nation 
ally, the learning disabilities category 
grew by 125 percent between 1976 
and 1982.

Finally, there is a great need for 
school districts and state departments 
of education to collect data concern 
ing the effects that intensive testing 
programs and other school reform 
strategies have on exclusion rates. Re 
form legislation does not have moni 
toring provisions in some states, while 
other states require the collection of 
extensive data, but do not require that 
they be collected by race, sex, or 
ethnicity.

That school exclusionary practices 
have always had a disproportionate 
effect on minority children has been 
well documented by Office of Civil 
Rights Elementary and Secondary 
School Surveys carried out during the 
last decade. Failure at the school, 
school district, and state level to docu 
ment that reality is certain to diminish 
the likelihood of remedy Because the 
roots of the problem of disproportion 
ate impact of school suspensions on

minority students rest in the ways that 
teachers make referrals, collection of 
referral data is an important pan of 
any local self-monitoring effort. Final 
ly, the absence of a uniform system for 
collecting dropout data is a widely 
acknowledged problem.

Despite the fact that there is no 
reliable body of evidence indicating 
that grade retention is more beneficial 
than grade promotion for students 
with serious academic or adjustment 
difficulties, retention at grade level is a 
widely employed remedial strategy. 
Even before the beginning of the na 
tional movement to raise academic 
standards, more than an estimated one 
million students each year were being 
retained at grade level. 5

School Finance
The quality of education a child re 
ceives is profoundly affected by the 
accident of whether the child lives in a 
high tax wealth or low tax wealth 
school district. Testimony docu 
mented vast differences in per-pupil 
expenditures among states, among 
school districts inside states, and 
among school buildings inside school 
districts. Despite efforts in many states 
to equalize education expenditures, 
property taxes are still the primary 
source of funding for public educa 
tion. This results in special problems 
for property-poor districts. Since Rob 
in Hood approaches to equalization 
are doomed to failure, the most prac- 
tial solution requires the allocation of 
massive amounts of state monev to

districts at lower tax wealth levels. 
Achieving a satisfactory remedy to the 
lack of adequate financing for public 
education is made extraordinarily dif 
ficult by the fact that while 90 percent 
of the nation's children attend public 
schools, only 27 percent of American 
adults have children in public schools.

Summary of
Recommendations
Barriers to Excellence. Our Children 
at Risk identifies 104 strategies for 
achieving public schools that are both 
excellent and fair The following rec 
ommendations, excerpted from the 
report, note appropriate changes in 
policy and practice that are needed if 
academic excellence is to be defined 
in a way that embraces equity issues.

We call for continued, rather than dimin 
ished, federal, state, and local attention to 
the rights of the disadvantaged and those 
discriminated against because of race, lan 
guage, sex, or handicapped condition

We seek:
  To minimize discrimination in the 

schools by restoring and expanding sup 
port for programs serving economically 
disadvantagea students, recognizing that it 
is false economy to cut programs which 
work for poor children
  To reaffirm commitments to non-dis 

crimination by race by vigorously pursuing 
efforts to eliminate raciallv identifiable 
educational programs and altering school 
practices which result in minority children 
dropping out, becoming "push outs" or 
staving in the educational system but fail 
ing to learn
  To minimize discrimination against 

students from linguistic minorities by rec 
ognizing the importance of bilingual edu 
cation as a technique which supports their
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A Longer and Harder Road

The "children at risk" that we identify are growing in number and 
proportion in our schools. For economic and humanitarian reasons, 
we need to make them successful. They require the same quality 
education that several other national studies have called for, but the 
road for them is longer and harder. They need a combination of 
encouragement and special help that this nation, by reordering its 
priorities, can easily afford.

Harold Howe II co-chaired the National Board of Inquiry into Schools; he is 
a senior lecturer at the Harvard Graduate School of Education, Mooroe C. 
Cutman Library, Appian Way, Cambridge, MA 02138.



Harold Howe, co-chair of the National Board of Inquiry, conducting 
hearings on behalf of the National Coalition of Advocates for Students.

academic development and by moving to 
wards an acceptance of bilingualism as a 
means of enriching our society.
  To renew commitment to the ideals 

embodied in Title K (Education Amend 
ments of 1972) sex discrimination legisla 
tion, thereby assuring that female students 
will have an opportunity to develop their 
talents and skills fully
  To promote changes in special educa 

tion which will improve services for chil 
dren with moderate and severe handicaps 
while developing more regular education 
options for children with milder learning 
difficulties so that they can attend school 
without being labeled handicapped.

We call for greater willingness on the 
part of those in positions of responsibility 
to adjust schools to the diverse needs of all 
students who attend them.

We seek:
  To end tracking and rigid ability 

grouping, recognizing that such practices 
work against the best interests of both the 
most vulnerable and the most able stu 
dents in the schools.
  To eliminate the use of inappropriate 

testing practices as a basis for making 
educational decisions which have far- 
reaching effects upon the futures of young 
people
  To broaden curriculum and teaching 

practices so that they better meet the needs 
of diverse student populations, based upon 
the proposition that individual children 
have differing needs and abilities.
  To move vocational education pro 

grams away from the current narrow focus 
upon job skills and toward the broader 
goal of preparing young people for a 
changing world of work.

We call for more democratic governance 
of schools which assures parents a signifi 
cant role in making decisions about the 
education of their children and teaches 
children principles of democratic partici 

pation and the exercise of constitutional 
rights. 

We seek:
  To reinstate federal mandates for par 

ent involvement in local programs
  To remove barriers to parental in 

volvement and create opportunities for 
parents to participate in decisions about 
school staffing, education programming, 
school discipline and resource allocation
  To assure students of their due proc 

ess rights in such matters as school suspen 
sion and expulsion

We call for the establishment of compre 
hensive early childhood education, day 
care programs, and in-school support serv 
ices for children and youth as a means of 
preventing school failure

We seek:
  To recognize the usefulness and cost 

effectiveness of high quality early child 
hood education and child care programs 
as a means of preventing school failure
  To respond to the needs of an increas 

ing number of young people whose 
chances of remaining in school would be 
increased if they had help with serious 
personal and social problems

We call for the enactment of more equi 
table and adequate systems for financing 
schools, so that the quality of education 
available does not depend upon where a 
child lives

We seek:
  To increase tax equity through state 

systems of raising revenues that are not 
dependent on regressive taxes and that 
insulate property poor districts agaiast ex 
cessive local taxes.
  To eliminate inequality in educational 

access, resulting from disparities in fund 
ing for schools
  To raise funding levels for programs 

serving children at risk, so that every eligi 
ble child is assured of adequate services

We call for more systematic attention to 
the problems of jobs for youth and drop- 
outs by federal, state, and local education 
authorities

We seek:
  To ensure that a comprehensive 

school-to-work transition program is avail 
able for all youth
  To strengthen counseling services for 

noncollege-bound youth and develop job- 
placement services in high schools
  To encourage broadly based commu 

nity councils charged with responsibility 
for examining what could be done locally 
to revitalize the local economy and create 
jobs for youth

Neither the Board of Inquiry nor the 
advocacy community is naive enough 
to assume that the changes urged in 
Barriers to Excellence can be accom 
plished quickly or easily In all likeli 
hood their achievement may require 
collaborative energies of more than 
one generation of educators and con 
cerned citizens. Why is it important for 
that effort to begin now? Paul Ylvi- 
saker, former dean of the Harvard 
Graduate School of Education and co- 
chair of the National Commission on 
Secondary Schooling for Hispanics, 
has answered that question simply: 
"Because we are confronted with a 
generation of children too precious to 
waste. "D

'The Board of Inquiry was co-chaired by 
Harold Howe, a former US Commissioner 
of Education, who is now senior lecturer at 
the Harvard Graduate School of Education, 
and Marian Wright Edelman, President, 
The Children s Defense Fund

The ten cities were Boston, Louisville, 
Chicago, Lansing, New York, Atlanta, Co 
lumbus, Cleveland, Seattle, and San Anto 
nio

'Unless otherwise noted, documenta 
tion for facts and opinions expressed In 
this article is contained in Barriers to Ex 
cellence: Our Children at Risk Copies are 
available for $550 each (prepaid) from: 
NCAS, 76 Summer St., Suite 350, Boston, 
MA 02110.

'The Children's Defense Fund, Teenage 
Pregnancy: Some Facts (Washington, DC, 
1985)

XJregg C Jackson, "The Research Evi 
dence on the Effects of Grade Retention," 
Review of Educational Research 45, 4 (Fall 
1975): 613-635

Jos* Cardenas, who was a member of the 
National Board of Inquiry, is Executive 
Director, Intercultural Development and 
Research Association, 5835 Callagham 
Road, San Antonio, Texas 78228 
Joan McCarty First is Executive Director, 
National Coalition of Advocates for Stu 
dents, 76 Summer Street, Suite 350, Bos 
ton, Massachusetts 02110
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